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INTRODUCTION

As we boarded the bus
bags on both sides
(I had never packed
two bags before
on a vacation
lasting forever)
the Seattle Times
photographer said
Smile!
So obediently I smiled
and the caption the next day
read:
Note smiling faces
a lesson to Tokyo.
– Mitsuye Yamada, “The Evacuation”1

The photographic archive of the Japanese American incarceration during World War II is
fraught with contradiction. Mitsuye Yamada’s poem “The Evacuation” illustrates some of the
inconsistencies by showing the incongruity between the traumatic experience of Japanese
Americans’ forced removal to concentration camps and the attempts on the part of government
photographers to portray the process as innocuous and benign. 2 The stanzas of Yamada’s poem
that read “(I had never packed / two bags before / on a vacation / lasting forever)” refers to the
government narrative that the incarceration was essentially a “vacation” rather than an
imprisonment, which she compares to her own harrowing experience of having to pack her

1

Mitsuye Yamada, Camp Notes and Other Writings (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1998).

The United States government euphemistically referred to the camps as “internment camps,” but this term is incorrect
as only “aliens” can be interned, and since the majority of those incarcerated were American citizens, “concentration
camps” is the correct term according to Roger Daniels. For further information, see Roger Daniels, Prisoners Without
Trial: Japanese Americans in World War II (New York: Hill and Wang, 1993) and Roger Daniels “Words Do Matter:
A Note on Inappropriate Terminology and the Incarceration of the Japanese Americans” in Nikkei in the Pacific
Northwest: Japanese Americans and Japanese Canadians in the Twentieth Century, eds. Louis Fiset and Gail Nomura
(Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2005), 183-207.
2

1

belongings to live in an unknown place for an undisclosed period of time. In the final lines,
Yamada describes the caption of the image that was published by the Seattle Times, “Note smiling
faces / a lesson to Tokyo.” Her conclusion draws attention to their attempt to show the world,
through the photographs, that the incarceration was in fact humane.
Contending with the photographic archive of the incarceration involves coming face-toface with a vast number of photographs that appear to show Japanese Americans as outwardly
content with their forced relocation. Previous scholars have noted the disturbing nature of these
images that lie in stark contrast to accounts given by the formerly incarcerated. 3 As a fourthgeneration Japanese American whose ancestors were incarcerated at the Minidoka and Topaz
camps, I find that the smiles of these figures constitute what Roland Barthes calls the punctum of
the photographs – they are what “pricks” me – the uncanny detail that I continue to turn back to in
my studies.4 The rosy photographs of the incarceration make for highly unusual atrocity images,
in which the trauma of the event is evacuated, and the memory of the event is visually rewritten.
In comparison to atrocities of which no visual record of the violence exists, the photographs of the
incarceration instead suffer from a politics of excess. The archive’s “libidinal investment in
violence,” as Saidiya Hartman describes in “Venus in Two Acts,” is in the case of the Japanese
American incarceration not rendered through a dearth of documentation but rather through an
excess of imagery that is like staring into the sun – happy pictures, abiding pictures – abjection
rendered not through the reproduction of scenes of violence but through scenes of compliance

3

Jasmine Alinder, Moving Images: Photography and the Japanese American Incarceration (Chicago: University of
Illinois Press, 2011), 15.
4

Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida, trans. Richard Howard (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux,1982), 27.
Nancy Matsumoto discusses this phenomenon in an article for Discover Nikkei, “For third- and fourth-generation
Japanese Americans, the Sansei and Yonsei, this ambiguity in the visual record of imprisonment combined with
their grandparents’ often jolly recollections results in confusion and unease, then a desire to solve ‘the mystery
behind these smiles.’” For the full article, see Nancy Matsumoto, “Documenting Manzanar – Part 3 of 18,” Discover
Nikkei, July 11, 2011, http://www.discovernikkei.org/pt/journal/article/3806/.

2

which appear to implicate the subjects in their own subjection. 5 These photographs provide visual
representation critical to the development of the “model minority myth” as they appear to cast
Japanese Americans as complicit in their own imprisonment.6
In a recent piece that Karen Ishizuka wrote for Densho, a non-profit based in Seattle
focused on the preservation of Japanese American history, entitled “Why, Oh Archive?” she
describes the harrowing prospect of coming across one of these images of a family member – in
this case a photograph of her aunt, Lily Okura. 7 Taken from a distance, the image shows Lily
posing coyly in front of a statue of Seabiscuit at the Santa Anita racetrack where she was
incarcerated with her husband (Figure 1). Holding a pen up to her chin as if pondering what to
write, Lily looks away from the photographer, as if unaware of his presence. In contrast to the
cheery tone of the image, Ishizuka explains that her grandfather was arrested by the FBI on the
evening of the attack on Pearl Harbor, and that Lily and her husband lived in a converted horse
stall while they were incarcerated at Santa Anita. The luster of the photograph leads Ishizuka to
question, “But why was Lily, who had been a dancer and one-time understudy for Anna Mae
Wong, hoisted onto the platform and posed with the legendary horse?” Recognizing the difficulty
in coming to this archive so many years after the war and articulating the lament and the haunting
felt by descendants of the camps when looking at photographs of their ancestors from this period,
she concludes, “Had I only found this photo while Auntie Lily was alive. Now I can only lament,
why, oh Archive?”

5

Saidiya Hartman, “Venus in Two Acts,” Small Axe 26 (June 2008): 5.

6

For more information about the model minority myth, see Ellen Wu, The Color of Success: Asian Americans and
the Origin of the Model Minority (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2013).
Karen L. Ishizuka, “Why, Oh Archive?” Densho, March 17, 2022, https://densho.org/catalyst/karen-ishizuka-whyoh-archive/#.
7

3

Historical Background
If the government photographs of the Japanese American incarceration are unable to
capture the trauma of the event – in its myriad of psychological, emotional, and physical
manifestations – in what other ways might these images act as sites of capture? In order to begin
to answer this question, the historical context leading up to the incarceration requires further
consideration.
Following the attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, the American government
moved to incarcerate the Japanese American community living in California, Washington, and
Oregon, as a purported “military necessity” due to fears of fifth-column activity between
Americans of Japanese ancestry and Japan. 8 Issued by President Roosevelt on February 19, 1942,
Executive Order 9066 ordered the evacuation of nearly 120,000 Japanese Americans, two-thirds
of whom were United States citizens. The evacuees were forced to pack their belongings and settle
their affairs often within a matter of days or weeks. Given the uncertainty of when they would
return, many Japanese Americans liquidated their remaining property for extremely low prices and
made quick arrangements to leave their homes and businesses with friends. Japanese Americans
were initially sent to temporary detention sites, referred to by the government as “assembly
centers,” which were often fairgrounds or racetracks with stables converted into living quarters,
where they remained for several months while the concentration camps were being built. After the
construction was completed, they were transported to the camps, described by the government as
“Relocation Centers,” where they remained for the duration of the war prior to their resettlement.
There were ten concentration camps in total: Tule Lake and Manzanar in California, Poston and

8

Roger Daniels, Prisoners Without Trial: Japanese Americans in World War II (New York: Hill and Wang, 1993),
44.

4

Gila River in Arizona, Minidoka in Idaho, Heart Mountain in Wyoming, Granada in Colorado,
Topaz in Utah, and Rohwer and Jerome in Arkansas. 9
Although government officials at the time declared that the incarceration was a “military
necessity,” the government has since acknowledged that the decision was motivated by racist
sentiment, wartime hysteria, and the failure of political leadership. 10 German and Italian American
communities were not similarly relocated, and Americans of Japanese ancestry were not evacuated
from Hawaii in spite of their proximity to Japan due to the local government’s fears that the
economy would collapse. 11 Historians such as Roger Daniels and Gary Okihiro have argued that
the incarceration of Japanese Americans occurred as part of a history of anti-Asian racism that can
be traced back to the mid-nineteenth century when Chinese men first started immigrating to San
Francisco. During this early period, the competition posed by Chinese laborers led to a growing
movement of white workers who desired to end immigration from China, leading to the Chinese
Exclusion Act in 1882. The Japanese began immigrating to the United States during this same
period in the late nineteenth century, however their arrival led to a similarly motivated antiJapanese movement around labor competition. In the early twentieth century, the anti-Japanese
movement became primarily a controversy over the ownership of agricultural land by immigrants
from Japan, resulting in a series of Alien Land Laws passed in the 1910s and 1920s which
prohibited any “alien ineligible for citizenship” from purchasing agricultural land or leasing it for

9

While these were the ten major camps, there were many other military detention sites throughout the mainland and
in Hawaii.
10

Commission on Wartime Relocation and Internment of Civilians. Personal Justice Denied: Report of the
Commission of Wartime Relocation and Internment of Civilians. Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office,
1982.
11

Wendy Ng, Japanese American Internment During World War II (Westport: Connecticut, Greenwood Publishing
Group, 2001), 28.
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longer than three years.12 Since over half of employed Japanese Americans were working in
agriculture at the time, the Alien Land Laws had wide-reaching consequences for their ability to
become upwardly mobile. Despite these restrictions, Japanese Americans’ specialized skills in
small-scale farming allowed them to remain competitive with large vegetable grower-shippers,
which became more contentious in the period leading up to World War II. 13

Photography and the Japanese American Incarceration
Photography became a contested site for Japanese Americans during the war. In the period
following Pearl Harbor, the government raided homes of individuals suspected to have close ties
to Japan, and many Japanese Americans destroyed photographs and family heirlooms that could
have been construed as evidence. 14 During this same period, Alien Enemies Act declared cameras
contraband for Japanese Americans as a form of spyware similar to short-wave radios.15 As a
result, evacuees were prevented from photographically representing their evacuation and early
period of incarceration following the Executive Order in 1942. This initial stage has been
understood primarily through the lens of photographers who were hired by the War Relocation
Authority, the government body in charge of the evacuation and operation of the camps. Some of
those who were given contracts to document the process include highly acclaimed photographers

12

Ng, 9.

Masakazu Iwata, “The Japanese Immigrants in California Agriculture,” Agricultural History 36, No. 1 (January,
1962): 33.
In 1940, the average value per acre of Japanese American owned farms was $279.96 while the overall average value
per acre was $37.94. For more information, see The Commission on Wartime Relocation and Internment of
Civilians, Personal Justice Denied: Report on the Commission on Wartime Relocation and Internment of Civilians,
National Archives, https://www.archives.gov/research/japanese-americans/justice-denied.
13

14

Alinder, 1.

“Questions and Answers for Evacuees: Information Regarding the Relocation.” Issued by the War Relocation
Regional Office, San Francisco, California. ca. 1942. Kaoru Ichihara Papers. Box 1. Manuscripts and University
Archives, UW Libraries.
15
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who were previously hired by the Farm Security Administration during the Great Depression, such
as Dorothea Lange and Russell Lee, while other photographers such as Clem Albers and Francis
Stewart remain lesser known. Beginning in October 1942, the photographer Thomas Parker was
hired by the government to set up a new organization called the WRA Photographic Section
(WRAPS), which was charged with imaging the process of resettlement, a government program
that encouraged “loyal” and law-abiding Japanese Americans to leave the camps and relocate
outside of the west coast in order to assimilate into mainstream American society. WRAPS
photographers include Francis Stewart and Charles Mace, as well as formerly incarcerated
Japanese American photographers Hikaru “Carl” Iwasaki and Takashi “Bud” Aoyama, who
received permits to leave the camps.
The images produced during this period were subject to military oversight and censored in
terms of subject matter and distribution. While documenting the camps, photographers were
forbidden to depict guard towers, barbed wire fences, armed soldiers. The images from this period
underwent strict censorship such that the appearance of forced confinement, military presence,
discontent, and squalid conditions was eradicated from the archive. Photographs that suggested an
alternative narrative were impounded by government censors and hidden from the public for the
duration of the war. These images depict realities that the government intended to suppress, such
as armed guards supervising the evacuation of elderly Issei, rows of whitewashed horse stalls
entrenched in mud, and Japanese Americans filling out paperwork to revoke their United States
citizenship and return to Japan. Following the war, the army placed the impounded photographs
in the National Archives where they have remained largely invisible through the present day. 16

16

In 1972 Richard and Maisie Conrat organized the exhibition Executive Order 9066 which was the first significant
exhibition that brought the WRA photographs into public view. For more information, see Richard and Maisie
Conrat, Executive Order 9066: The Internment of 110,000 Japanese Americans (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1972).
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The photographs produced by the government are matched by captions that provide a way
for the government to renarrate the experiences of Japanese Americans. A photograph taken by
Dorothea Lange at the Tanforan temporary detention center in San Bruno, California literalizes
this phenomenon, showing three Japanese American school girls sitting in the brush outside of a
barrack and smiling at the camera. The government caption reads, “Young evacuees at this
assembly center are happy to get their pictures taken” (Figure 2). Captioning often serves to
strengthen the fraught power dynamic between the photographer and the incarcerated, however
there are certain instances where the captions reference the hardships that Japanese Americans
experienced despite the cheerful images that accompany them. In a portrait taken by the WRAPS
photographer Hikaru Iwasaki, Masago Shibuya grins widely as she looks away from the camera,
while the caption describes the “dark years” she experienced after her mother’s passing during the
incarceration (Figure 3). The incongruousness between the image and caption in the photograph
embodies the tensions and contradictions that scholars must contend with when examining these
photographs.
While the government commissioned over twenty-five thousand photographs of the
evacuation and incarceration, the vast majority of these images went unpublished during the
wartime period.17 In her recollections of the assignment, Lange stated that the government wanted

Drew Heath Johnson, “Dorothea Lange and the Politics of Seeing” in Dorothea Lange: Politics of Seeing (New
York: Prestel, 2018), 33.
There are also very few photographs suggestive of deviance or riotous behavior, despite the fact that riots occurred
at several of the camps including at the Santa Anita temporary detention center and the Manzanar concentration
camp. There are many sources in which to find more information about the riots that occurred at the camps,
including the following: Lon Kurashige, "Resistance, Collaboration, and Manzanar Protest," Pacific Historical
Review 70.3 (August 2001): 387–417. Gary Y Okihiro, "Japanese Resistance in America's Concentration Camps: A
Re-evaluation," Amerasia Journal 2.1 (1973): 20-34.
17

Richard and Maisie Conrat have estimated that there are over twenty-five thousand photographs of the
incarceration.
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to create a record, but not a public record. 18 Jasmine Alinder corroborates this reading in her book
Moving Images: Photography and the Japanese American Incarceration, arguing that the purpose
of the government photographs was to provide visual documentation showing the incarceration
was “efficient and humane.”19 In a letter dated May 16, 1942 from Milton Eisenhower, the director
of the War Relocation Authority during the early months of the evacuation, to Robert Horton, the
director of the Division of Information, he wrote the following explanation, “Because this
migration is an unprecedented and significant event in American history, it must be carefully
documented as it progresses. This requires something over and above straight news coverage in
the way of building up records of the program in textual and pictorial information.”20 The
photographs were therefore intended as evidence that the government did not commit any
wrongdoing during the evacuation and period of incarceration.
There are certain exceptions where photographers who were not hired by the government
were able to photograph the concentration camps. In 1943 the Project Director of Manzanar, Ralph
Merritt, invited Ansel Adams to photograph the camp, and the resulting images were published in
the book Born Free and Equal: Photographs of the Loyal Japanese-Americans at Manzanar
Relocation Center, which focused on Japanese Americans who were deemed “loyal” and therefore
eligible for the government’s resettlement program. 21 Photojournalists for local newspapers on the

Linda Gordon, “Dorothea Lange Photographs the Japanese American Internment,” in Impounded, eds. Linda
Gordon and Gary Okihiro (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2006), 21.
18

19

Alinder, 25.

20

Eisenhower, Milton (1942, May 16). Letter to Robert Horton, Director, Division of Information, Office of
Emergency Management. National Archives I: Washington, DC. Box G-210, Folder 20.001. Cited in Arielle
Emmett, “Silent Soliloquy: An Unknown Photographer Chronicles the 'Inscrutable Laughter' of Japanese American
Internment,” Visual Communication Quarterly, 75-90.
21

Ansel Adams, Born Free and Equal (New York: U.S. Camera, 1944).
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West Coast took photographs of the evacuation and early stages of the incarceration, and Hansel
Mieth and Otto Hagel photographed the Heart Mountain concentration camp for Life Magazine in
1943.22
Japanese Americans also found ways to evade the camera ban. Toyo Miyatake, a highly
acclaimed Issei photographer living in Los Angeles and incarcerated with his family at Manzanar,
managed to smuggle a camera lens and film holder into the camp and constructed a camera with
the assistance of a woodworker and welder. During the early stages of the incarceration, he
clandestinely took photographs of the camp at dusk and dawn to avoid being caught by the
authorities.23 In another instance, George and Frank Hirahara at the Heart Mountain camp built a
dark room and photo studio underneath their barrack where they photographed and developed
photographs in secret.
Starting in 1943, Japanese Americans were allowed to take photographs in the camps by
purchasing cameras and film through department store catalogs and incarcerees could also petition
to have their confiscated photo equipment returned. 24 The dearth of images produced by Japanese
Americans at the time, however, suggests that the possibility of taking photographs in the camps
was still remote for most incarcerees.25 The vernacular photographs taken during the period of the
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incarceration provide a critical counterpoint to the government images, offering forms of
spontaneity and intimacy that are often missing from the highly constructed government
commissioned photographs.
Prior to the war, Japanese American photo studios and vernacular photographs documented
the everyday lives and the celebrations, festivals, and gatherings of Japanese American families
and community life. During the incarceration photography took on new meaning, especially in the
initial phase when the camera ban was in effect. Life events that would normally be documented
and cherished by family members passed by unceremoniously. In the following text, a woman who
identifies herself as a “Nisei mother” describes the loss of being unable to photograph her daughter
as a young child:
Since she was an infant, I had been keeping a photographic account
of her monthly growth. We had a separate album just for her, and
the confiscation of our camera prior to the evacuation was one of the
‘minor blows’ which we received. In the course of daily events the
confiscation of cameras may have been a minor matter, but to us,
(especially to us, the doting mother with only one child) it was
something we could not count in dollars and cents. Here nothing on
this earth can bring it back, and if we have no mementos of their
growth, we feel cheated and a little bitter to think that just a snapshot
now and then, even if it was taken in a ‘concentration camp’ is better
than nothing at all.26
The inability to capture and document the lives of family members during the wartime period
became a part of the loss that Japanese Americans endured. Masago Shibuya, the woman whose
photograph was previously mentioned, lived in Berkeley before the war and was a friend and
neighbor of Dorothea Lange’s. While she was incarcerated at the Heart Mountain camp, Masago
wrote to Lange and her husband Paul Taylor asking for photographs of her late mother: “The last
photographs which were made of my mother were the series that you took just previous to our
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evacuation. Could it be possible for us to secure a set of the pictures…Her passing was just one of
those things that we never even dreamt of in our worst nightmares.” 27 These anecdotes highlight
the suffering that accompanied those who were unable to perform everyday acts of remembrance
during the incarceration.

Decolonial Methodologies
While previous scholarship largely discounts the photographs produced by the War
Relocation Authority due to the government’s attempts to sanitize depictions of the incarceration,
recent scholarship attends to visual constructions of Japanese American racialization set forth
through the images. Earlier readings by scholars such as Sylvia Danovitch describe the
photographic record as “unsatisfactory” and “disappointing” because it makes life “appear too
normal.” According to Danovitch’s assessment, the images neither capture the psychological
distress of the incarcerated nor the squalid conditions of the camps. 28 Kristine Kuramitsu
corroborates this reading and contends that the government’s photographs were “carefully
constructed by the WRA to record an exaggerated normalcy for the ‘official record,’” therefore
disguising the injustice of the incarceration. 29 More recent scholarship by Elena Tajima Creef,
however, acknowledges the complexities inherent to this archive, and instead of focusing on
whether the photographs provide a true account of Japanese Americans’ experiences, she analyzes
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the government photographers’ inscriptions of loyalty onto the Japanese American body. 30 Alinder
builds on this approach by examining the visual language that the photographs construct in relation
to ideas of race, citizenship, and patriotism, and Thy Phu similarly contends with the racial imagery
in the photographs to place them within a broader visual narrative of Asian American “civility”
that extends from the nineteenth century to the present.31 Following these reconsiderations, I focus
on the production of Japanese American racialization through the government photographs,
drawing on Ariella Azoulay’s idea of “unlearning imperialism” in order to decouple them from
the colonial conditions surrounding their making.
In the introduction to Potential History: Unlearning Imperialism, Azoulay describes the
camera’s shutter as a tool of imperialist technology. In order to “suspend the operation of the
shutter,” Azoulay introduces the concept of “unlearning imperialism,” which she describes as
follows:
Unlearning imperialism aims at unlearning its origins, found in the repetitive
moments of the operation of imperial shutters. Unlearning imperialism refuses the
stories the shutter tells. Such unlearning can be pursued only if the shutter’s
neutrality is acknowledged as an exercise of violence; in this way, unlearning
imperialism becomes a commitment to reversing the shutter’s work.32
In the context of Japanese American incarceration in the United States, the problems Azoulay
addresses above regarding the registration of counterhistories to imperial narratives is literalized.
The prohibition on the ownership and operation of cameras by Japanese American internees
explicitly legislated the division in the body politic. As Azoulay suggests, the shutter implies
“between those who possess and operate such devices and appropriate and accumulate their
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product and those whose countenance, resources, or labor are extracted.” 33 In order to break down
this imperial division between the ones seeing and the ones seen, I argue that it is necessary to
disaggregate the government photographs of the Japanese American incarceration from the settler
colonial narratives that were recapitulated in representations of the forced relocation.
The specificity of the Japanese American racialization in this period is entangled with the
history of settler colonialism, a transnational system that resulted in the creation of “white men’s
countries” against the backdrop of indigenous dispossession and foreign immigration. 34 One of the
defining features of settler colonialism is the emphasis on land acquisition, which is particularly
important to the history of the incarceration. 35 While Patrick Wolfe describes white settlers’
dispossession of indigenous populations as following a “logic of elimination” that seeks to remove
the indigenous from their land and simultaneously assimilate them into American culture, the
relationship between Asian Americans and the settler colonial state is more complicated. Lisa
Lowe carefully draws into relation the intertwined histories of indigenous dispossession, African
and Asian enslaved labor, and imported “free” labor across the Americas to disentangle forms of
racial segmentation and labor differentiation necessitated by settler colonial capitalism. 36 During
the nineteenth century, Chinese “free” labor replaced slave labor in the aftermath of the abolition
of slavery, and withholding citizenship became a tool to preserve Asian immigrants as vulnerable,
low-paid labor.37 In the 1910s and 1920s, the enactment of Alien Land Laws prohibited any “alien
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ineligible for citizenship” from purchasing agricultural land or leasing it for longer than three years
as a method for preventing Asian Americans from accumulating capital. 38 In the decades leading
up to the incarceration, the Issei managed to circumvent these laws by purchasing land in the names
of their children - the Nisei - who were born in the United States. The ability for Japanese
Americans to accumulate land and capital created a crisis for the previous racialization of Asian
American labor as fungible. Narratives of Japanese Americans portrayed through government
photographs of the incarceration became a privileged site for the playing out of this changing
position of Asian Americans in relation to white settlers and indigenous peoples.

Chapter Overview
In the chapters that follow, I examine a selection of government photographs that made it
past the censors, the visual documentation that was intended to prove that the incarceration process
was efficient and humane. I argue that sustained attention to the narratives that the WRA set forth
visually through the photographs and discursively through government documents produced at the
time imagine Japanese Americans within a settler colonial framework as pioneers trekking
eastward toward the camps and settling in “pioneer communities,” a term that the WRA employed
to define the camps. The narrative that Japanese Americans were pioneers operates to “restage”
Japanese American displacement through this settler colonial trope to obscure the precarity of their
positionality in relation to the categories of the white “settler” and the indigenous “native.” The
government’s description of the detention sites as “pioneer communities” elides the harsh
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conditions of the camp and suggests that enduring the rugged conditions of pioneerism is a
necessary step in assimilating into the mainstream American social body. I consider this question
of assimilation further in relation to the resettlement period and the peculiarity of the term “pioneer
of relocation” that was coined during this period. By manipulating the trope of the pioneer in both
moments of relocation – during the initial evacuation and settlement and the later resettlement – I
contend that the government uses the American ideal of pioneerism as a form of incentivization
for Japanese Americans to relocate.
The first chapter focuses on photographs of the evacuation taken by the War Relocation
Authority photographer Clem Albers and the Farm Security Administration photographer Russell
Lee following the Executive Order in April 1942. I contend that the government attempted to
portray Japanese Americans as pioneers trekking eastward toward the camps in a reversal of
Manifest Destiny, which I consider through Iyko Day’s discussion of the precarious place of the
Asian American “alien” in relation to the land. Examining a photograph by Russell Lee showing
the sale of a Japanese American’s farm equipment to a white farmer, I discuss the history of antiJapanese farmworker associations on the West Coast and their role during the lead-up to the
incarceration in order to claim that Japanese American dispossession acted as a form of suturing
the losses sustained by white farmworkers during the Great Depression.
In the second chapter, I look to WRA photographs of Japanese American “settlement” in
the temporary detention sites in April 1942 that were taken by Clem Albers and Dorothea Lange.
I argue that imagery of the gendered labor necessary for settlement became visual evidence that
Japanese Americans were voluntary “settlers” rather than involuntary prisoners through male
volunteer “pioneers” who came to the camps before their families to build the barracks and through
the domestic labor on the part of Japanese American women. Similarly to the gendered role of
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white women in the development of pioneer settlements articulated by scholars such as Laurel
Clark Shire and Amy Kaplan, I suggest that the photographs of Japanese American women’s
domestication of the barracks provided an image of “civilization” that quelled the fears of
government officials that the incarcerees would become similar to indigenous living on
reservations if they remained in the camps.
In the resettlement period the colonial trope of the pioneer comes back into play by
romanticizing the resettlement program, implemented from October 1942 through 1945, which
encouraged Japanese Americans to leave the camps and disperse into white American society – a
policy that is now understood as a form of forced assimilation. The final chapter focuses on
photographs produced in support of the resettlement program by Ansel Adams at Manzanar in
1943 and by WRA Photographic Section photographer Hikaru Iwasaki in 1945. Adams’s
romanticization of resettlement in the book Born Free and Equal and Iwasaki’s photographs with
government captions describing Japanese Americans as “pioneers of relocation” operates as a
tactic to incentivize Japanese Americans to assimilate. I argue that the government’s reuse of the
rhetoric of colonial expansion in each of these periods – evacuation, settlement, and resettlement
– “restages” Japanese Americans’ relationship to the land in order to rationalize the forced
relocation and resettlement policies.
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CHAPTER ONE
Evacuation

Sitting in the back of a covered truck, a group of Japanese American women and children
begin their evacuation from the Los Angeles harbor to a concentration camp on April 5, 1942.
Packed in with their belongings, the women converse with one another while they care for the
youngest children. In the center of the frame, a school-age girl with hair pinned back in curls smiles
widely at the photographer, while a boy sitting behind her peers inquisitively in the direction of
the camera. A man in military garb appears on the left side of the image cut off from the frame
with the exception of his hand, which holds back the tarp for the photographer to capture the scene.
The caption of the photograph reads, “Residents of Japanese ancestry being moved from Los
Angeles harbor before eventual resettlement in War Relocation Authority centers where, as in
evacuation, the family is kept intact” (Figure 4). Although the caption does not specify, the
Japanese American community living at Terminal Island in the Los Angeles harbor was the first
group to be evacuated, and the majority were forcibly relocated to Manzanar in Inyo County,
California.
The image was taken by Clem Albers, one of the lesser-known War Relocation Authority
(WRA) photographers who documented the evacuation. Gerald Robinson and Arielle Emmett
have written the most extensively about Albers and his photographs of the incarceration, primarily
through the voices of his friends and colleagues. 39 Albers grew up in Berkeley, California and
became a journeyman photographer for the San Francisco Bulletin before later working for the
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San Francisco Chronicle. In the spring of 1942, he was either commissioned by or loaned to the
War Relocation Authority, the government body in charge of the evacuation and operation of the
camps. During his brief tenure from March to May, Albers photographed the evacuation in
California and Arizona, including the two of the “assembly centers” where Japanese Americans
were temporarily incarcerated and three of the concentration camps at Manzanar and Tule Lake in
California and Poston in Arizona. Albers’s photographs include images that accord to the
government’s desire of showing that no harm was done to the Japanese American community
during the evacuation process as well as images that subtly condemn the incarceration, many of
which were censored by the government and impounded for the duration of the war. Roger Daniels
and Arielle Emmett have acknowledged the importance of Albers’ photographs within the archive
of Japanese American incarceration, as he appears to be one of the only photographers aside from
Dorothea Lange who seemed aware that he was documenting a tragedy. 40 In the collection of
impounded photographs that I have come across in the Bancroft Library at UC Berkeley and the
Library of Congress, Albers comes in second only to Lange in having the highest number of
photographs impounded. However, similarly to Lange, he also ended up producing a significant
body of photographs, such as the one in discussion, that paint the evacuation in a much rosier hue,
in accordance with the government’s intentions.
In this chapter, I focus on government photographs depicting the evacuation process in the
spring of 1942 in order to argue that the narratives set forth by the War Relocation Authority
through the photographs and government documents from the period help provide a deeper
understanding of the place of Japanese Americans within the racial landscape. The government’s
production of a photographic archive that was intended to justify the incarceration functions on
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two levels: it erases the trauma that Japanese Americans endured due to the forced removal, and it
proposes an alternative narrative that relies upon settler colonial tropes.
Japanese Americans experienced many forms of psychological, emotional, and financial
hardship as a result of the evacuation process. While the caption of the photograph highlights that
“the family is kept intact,” many families were separated prior to the order to evacuate as over a
thousand Japanese American community leaders and heads of the family were imprisoned by the
government in the period directly following Pearl Harbor. After the evacuation order was issued,
families had only a matter of days or weeks to settle their affairs. Japanese Americans were only
allowed to bring what they could carry, including necessary items such as bedding and dishware.
Since they did not know when they would return, many chose to sell their belongings for extremely
disadvantageous prices, leading to significant financial losses. Evacuees’ homes, farms, and the
rest of their possessions were left in the care of friends and neighbors, which were often looted,
sold, or badly damaged during their imprisonment.
On the day of the evacuation, Japanese Americans gathered at meeting points around the
city where they were transported to temporary detention centers under the supervision of armed
guards. In an oral history interview, Peggy Tanemura describes the day that her family was
evacuated to Puyallup temporary detention center:
I remember that we were allowed just one duffel bag or one suitcase
to carry with us…And I remember the buses lined up there, and the
soldiers who helped us onto the buses. And my mother and I sat on
one of those side benches, and it was years later when I met a
neighbor of mine, she said, ‘Gosh, Ayako,’ – which happens to be
my Japanese name – ‘I remember your mother just sobbing on the
bus, when we were taken to Puyallup.’ And you know it was then,
that that memory came back to me of my mother really crying on
the bus. I didn't really think about it until my friend told me.41
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Tanemura’s inability to remember her mother’s experience until her friend recalled it years later
underscores the violent potential of photography to erase memory. Without visual evidence of the
impact of the evacuation process – when the camera is unable to act as witness – the trauma of the
event becomes obscured, rendering the possibility of remembering the event more difficult if not
impossible without recollections, such as that of Peggy Tanemura’s friend, to recount the
experience.
Photographs that showed the militarization of the evacuation were impounded and hidden
from public view. In March and April 1942 Albers photographed the process of Japanese
Americans lining up to be taken to temporary detention sites on buses. In an image from March
31, 1942, a group of Japanese Americans in Salinas waits to board a bus that will take them to the
Santa Anita temporary detention center while a soldier next to the entrance of the bus stands guard
with a rifle in hand (Figure 5). Another member of military personnel and a woman next to him
account for evacuees as they board the bus. In front of him, a young boy wearing a paper tag turns
and looks towards the crowd behind him with a coat in one hand and his other hand clenched. The
word “Impounded” is handwritten on the bottom of the negative, excising the appearance of armed
military personnel from the public record.

Clem Albers and Japanese American “Pioneerism”
The government photographs of the evacuation that made it past the censors not only erase
the traumatic memories of the event, but they also construct Japanese Americans as a complacent,
“model minority” who willingly accept their incarceration. As scholars such as Ellen Wu have
argued, the model minority myth produces the idea of a non-white racial group that is more
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obedient and hardworking than their black and brown counterparts. 42 Clem Albers’ photograph
and other rosy images of the evacuation follow this logic by portraying Japanese Americans as
compliantly accepting the evacuation order. 43 In Picturing Model Citizens: Civility in Asian
American Culture, Thy Phu analyzes the incarceration photographs in the context of the genesis
of Asian American racialization as a “model minority” through depictions of the cultivation of the
land surrounding the camps as a synecdoche for nation building. 44 While Phu traces visual
representations of “civility” as a key component in the formation of Asian American subjecthood,
I will carry these considerations into the context of American settler colonialism.
I argue that Albers’s photograph of Japanese American women and children evacuating in
a covered truck restages the historic migration of white settlers trekking westward to develop and
colonize land previously occupied by indigenous groups. The smiling young girl in the center of
the covered truck imbues the scene with a sense of optimism and adventure. Albers’ use of flash
renders the Japanese American women and children’s smiles sharply visible underneath the tarp
hanging overhead, enhancing the unsettling quality of the photograph. According to a fellow
photographer at the Chronicle, Jerry Telfer, “Legend has it that [Albers] was the first guy in the
country to figure out how to synchronize a flashbulb with a shutter when other people were still
using flash powder.”45 The intrusion of the flash distinguishes Albers’ photographs of the
incarceration from his contemporaries and produces a cinematic effect that adds to the surreal
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quality of the image. In the left corner, the military personnel’s hand that holds the tarp for Albers
to capture the scene intensifies to the feeling the photograph is constructed. Rather than
highlighting that the women and children are prisoners being forcibly removed, the photo seeks to
narrate the women and children embarking on an American journey westward.
The narrative of settlers migrating west holds a particular weight within American cultural
mythology as the culmination of the nineteenth century ideal of “Manifest Destiny,” or the Godgiven right of white Americans to migrate west and dispossess the indigenous from their land. 46
As part of the symbolic logic proposed by the WRA, the image visually constructs the evacuees
as pioneers moving eastward to obfuscate their forced displacement. By manipulating the
iconography of settler colonialism through the figure of the pioneer, the WRA portrays the
evacuation as a glorified migration that recalls families in covered wagons trekking west on the
Oregon Trail. Hudson River School painter Albert Bierstadt depicted this romantic journey in
Emigrants Crossing the Plains from 1867 – a monumental painting that shows pioneers on the
Oregon Trail moving westward towards the sunset – the golden light enveloping the landscape and
imbuing the scene with an idealistic hue (Figure 6). Albers’s photograph of women and children
in the back of a truck places it in conversation with this earlier migration, undermining the role the
United States government played in the forced removal, as pioneers presumably move according
to their own free will.
The settler colonial trope of the pioneer is first used by the WRA in the pamphlet
“Questions and Answers for Evacuees” issued by its Regional Office in San Francisco prior to the
evacuation and distributed to members of the Japanese American community. In the section

The term was coined by John O’Sullivan in 1845.
John O’Sullivan, “Annexation,” The United States Magazine and Democratic Review, Volume 17 (New York:
1845), 5-6, 9-10.
46

23

“Preparing for Relocation,” Question 4 reads, “What kind of clothes should I take with me when
I am evacuated?” and the answer states, “Be prepared for the Relocation Center, which is a pioneer
community. So bring clothes suited to pioneer life and in keeping with the climate or climates
likely to be involved. Bring work clothes, boots, slacks, and work shirts, rather than business suits
or street dresses.”47 The final page of the pamphlet reuses the same language, defining a Relocation
Center as “a pioneer community, with basic housing and protective services provided by the
Federal Government, for occupancy by evacuees for the duration of the war.” 48 In the War
Relocation Authority’s First Quarterly Report from March 18 to June 30, 1942, the first page of
the document reiterates this terminology, stating, “At ten sites spotted across the vast territory
between the Sierra Nevada Mountains and the Mississippi River, a substantial start was made on
the development of these pioneer communities.” 49 Cameras were very explicitly banned, as the
answer to Question 11 “What cannot be brought?” in the WRA-issued pamphlet includes “shortwave radios, cameras, weapons, any other contraband material, and alcoholic beverages.”
Describing the concentration camps as “pioneer communities” recasts the incarceration
according to a romantic settler colonial framework that obfuscates the trauma of the forced
displacement. The term also elides the harsh conditions of the camps, which were placed in
desolate parts of the country with frequent dust storms and frigid winters. Barracks at many of the
temporary detention sites were converted horse stalls, and the military barracks often had poor
ventilation for accommodating severe changes in temperature. The lack of privacy in the
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bathrooms and showers was also extremely challenging for the evacuees, especially for Issei
women. Tamie Tsuchiyama notes in “A Preliminary Report on Japanese Evacuees at Santa Anita
Assembly Center” from July 1942 that it was initially difficult for women to take showers with
several others at the same time, however she states that “they are becoming adjusted to ‘pioneer’
conditions in camp since I no longer see bashful women in shower rooms or women bathing in
their underwear.”50
Lorenzo Veracini describes the term “pioneer” as performing a disappearing act that
“discursively erases the indigenous peoples who were there ab origine.” Contrasting the more
general term “settler,” the term pioneer creates a distinction between “the newcomers who come
first and the newcomers who come at a later stage.”51 Describing the Japanese Americans as
“pioneers” suggests they are discovering new land to settle and obscures the fact that the land on
which the camps were built were federal allotments in remote parts of the country, and three of the
concentration camps – Heart Mountain in Wyoming and Poston and Gila River in Arizona – were
placed directly on indigenous reservations. While the relationship between Japanese Americans
and indigenous groups during World War II is only beginning to be further studied, Iyko Day
discusses the connections between the two groups during World War II in Alien Capital. Day
addresses the particularity of the Asian American racialization within this context by suggesting
that in addition to the binary categories of “the settler” and “the native” that are generally at play
within settler colonial studies, there is also a third category, “the alien,” which needs to be defined
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and further addressed. 52 The alien’s connection to the land is fraught due to the fact that they are
denied the same rights as settlers while also living on occupied indigenous territory. The WRA’s
proposition that Japanese Americans are “pioneers” evacuating to concentration camps, collapses
the discrete categories of “alien” and “settler,” effectively whitewashing the precarity of theIr
position.
The imagery that the WRA produced attempted to elide these parallels by suggesting that
Japanese Americans were, instead, settlers. It hardly bears stating, however, that during the second
World War Japanese Americans were not in fact able to occupy the settler position attributed to
them in these official narratives. In order to situate the position of the “alien” within a settler
colonial framework, it is necessary to locate Japanese Americans more precisely in relation to the
white farmer “settler.”

Russell Lee and the Redemption of the White Settler
The photographer Russell Lee worked for the Farm Security Administration (FSA) during
the war and captured the early stages of the Japanese American evacuation in April 1942. Roy
Stryker, the head of the FSA photographic unit, asked Lee to document the evacuation, and in
April 1942, he went on assignment to show the process of Japanese American farmworkers settling
their affairs. Stryker generally provided his photographers with shooting scripts that dictated the
subject matter for the photographs; however, in a letter from Lee to Stryker on December 19, 1941,
Lee suggests that although “it might be a ticklish situation to handle,” it could be interesting to
focus on Japanese American farmers in Los Angeles to “show how dependent California has been
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on this cheap Japanese labor.” 53 While this suggests that Lee was concerned with the plight of
Japanese American farmworkers, in a separate letter to Stryker a mere nine days later, he shows
that he is also eager to produce propaganda for the war department. In the letter Lee queries, “Does
the government have plans for a good centralized exhibit and visual unit? It would seem to me that
a coordinated effort to propagandize the nation, backing up the armed forces, would eventually
require such a unit and that that unit would ideally be placed in the economic warfare
department.”54 He then continues to propose ideas for propagandistic posters, on the request of
Stryker, including a picture of a “Variety of Vegetables” with the copy reading “Grow, Can, Eat
Vegetables. Uncle Sam needs strong people.”55 Lee’s willingness to provide propaganda for the
government contradicts his earlier proposition that appears to support Japanese American farmers.
In a photograph from this assignment, Lee photographs the transaction of a Japanese
American agricultural worker selling his equipment to a white farmer through the mitigation of an
FSA agent (Figure 7). In the image, a farmer of Japanese ancestry and the FSA agent lean against
the back of a covered truck, while the white farmer and prospective buyer sits in the truck’s bed
between them. Hanging against the wooden frame of the truck is a tarp reminiscent of the stretched
canvas typical of a covered wagon, evoking the American mythology of white settlers trekking
west in search of the American Dream.
While the image appears to capture the moment in which the FSA agent is in the process
of “discussing the sale” of the farm equipment with the white farmer, the Japanese American
farmer, eyes glazed as he looks in the direction of the sales paperwork, smiles in a manner that

53

Correspondence from Russell Lee to Roy Stryker (emphasis in original), December 19, 1941, Lee, Russell, Letters
1941-42 II, 21, Roy Stryker (1893-1975) Papers, Archives & Special Collections, University of Louisville,
Louisville, Kentucky, United States.
54

Ibid.

55

Ibid.

27

appears stilted. The smiling Japanese American farmer stands as more of an addendum to the
moment being captured in the photograph – a static signifier of compliance outside of the
temporality of the other two figures – in a similar manner to the young girl in the center of the
Albers’ photograph. The unmoving, smiling Japanese American figure that inhabits a separate
temporality than the other figures in the photograph suggests compliance and makes the
photograph appear constructed.
In comparison to the previous photograph by Albers, I argue that the covered wagon in
Lee’s photograph operates as a backdrop to the transaction that allows us to locate more precisely
the place of the Japanese American pioneer within a settler colonial framework. In order to
consider the imagery of the covered wagon as the framing mechanism of the photograph, it is
telling to consider that the trope of the covered wagon would have already been a part of the recent
public imagination due to the proliferation of FSA photographs taken during the Great Depression
in the 1930s depicting white migrants fleeing the Dust Bowl. Indeed, one of the most recognizable
of these images was produced by Dorothea Lange, then employed by the FSA, showing the back
of a dilapidated covered wagon with tears in the cinched canvas, and displayed on the cover of her
celebrated book, An American Exodus: A Record of Human Erosion, from 1939 (Figure 8). The
book was published in collaboration with her husband, Paul S. Taylor, an agricultural economist
at UC Berkeley in which she produced the photographs and Taylor wrote the text. 56 The image on
the cover was originally taken by Lange when she worked for the FSA with the caption including
the phrase “again the covered wagon” In order to convey the reuse of this Image as a tragic
inversion of the trope originally associated with the romantic expedition of the American pioneer,
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which is now transformed into a signifier of displacement (Figure 9). 57 If Lange’s reversal here
can be said to convey a crisis in the promise of Manifest Destiny, I will contend that Lee’s
photograph proposes a solution to this crisis: the facilitation of the redemption of the figure of the
white pioneer through the repossession of Japanese American land and capital.
For Lange, the image of a covered wagon in disrepair in conjunction with the caption on
the book cover “Covered Wagon – 1939 Style,” represents an ironic reversal of the romantic
nineteenth century myth, in which, “once more great numbers of landseekers trek west.” 58 Lee’s
allusion to the covered wagon in the context of Japanese American evacuation situates Japanese
American farmers’ as agents capable of suturing the devastating losses for white farmers that
resulted from the Dust Bowl. The foregrounding of the “sale of farm equipment, belonging to the
Japanese, to the white Farmer” in the government caption identifies the importance of the
transmission of property as part of the evacuation. Through the mediation of the United States
government, the transference of the Japanese American’s farm equipment allows the white farmer
to take his proper place as a settler and combine his labor with the land.
The smile on the Japanese American farmer’s face implies a redistribution of wealth that
is entirely voluntary. In fact, the evacuation order was particularly severe for Japanese American
farmers, many of whom resorted to liquidating their land, property, and equipment during the
evacuation.59 Since the future developments of the war were unclear, there were strong motives
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for Japanese Americans to sell rather than lease their property during evacuation. 60 The
incarceration was also in part motivated by the labor competition posed by Japanese American
farmers. Gary Okihiro and David Drummond argue that “Pearl Harbor sparked a return to
exclusionism and offered an opportunity for immediate profit and the expulsion of the Japanese
from the level of farm operators.” 61 Farmers organizations such as the Farm Bureau Federation
and the Grange were traditionally anti-Japanese and the onset of World War II only led to
heightened hostility towards the Japanese. In the period following Pearl Harbor, A.V. Kreps
reports that Austin E. Anson, the managing secretary of the Salinas Valley Vegetable GrowerShipper Association in California flew to Washington to “urge federal authorities to remove all
individuals of Japanese ancestry from the West Coast.” 62 Anson is also quoted in the Saturday
Evening Post from May 1942, “We’re charged with wanting to get rid of the Japs for selfish
reasons. We might as well be honest. We do. It’s a question of whether the white man lives on the
Pacific Coast or the brown man. They came to this valley to work, and they stayed to take over.” 63
The extent to which these lobbying efforts impacted the decision to intern the Japanese is unclear;

Adon Poli and Warren M. Engstrand, “Japanese Agriculture on the Pacific Coast,” The Journal of Land & Public
Utility Economics 21, no. 4 (November, 1945): 360.
60

Gary Okihiro and David Drummond, “The Concentration Camps and Japanese Economic Losses in California
Agriculture, 1900-1942,” in Japanese Americans: From Relocation to Redress, Revised Edition, ed. Roger Daniels,
(Seattle and London: University of Washington Press, 1991), 174.
61

A.V. Krebs, “Bitter Harvest” The Washington Post, published February 2, 1992, accessed November 29, 2019,
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/opinions/1992/02/02/bitter-harvest/c8389b23-884d-43bd-ad34bf7b11077135/.
62

Frank J. Taylor, “The People Nobody Wants,” 214 Sat. Eve. Post 24, 66 (May 9, 1942). By the end of the war, the
U.S. Department of Agriculture concluded that “farm ownership by Japanese amounted to about 30 percent of their
total prewar farm operations [and] ownership transfers to non-evacuees during and after evacuation has probably
reduced these farm ownerships to less than a fourth of the total pre-war Japanese holdings, including leaseholds.”
63

30

However, the end results were favorable for these agricultural businesses, as many Japanese
American farmers were permanently forced off of their land. 64
In addition to reclaiming the land on the West Coast that had been developed by Japanese
American farmers, the government selected locations of the concentration camps by choosing large
plots of federal land that needed to be irrigated. In the case of the Tule Lake concentration camp,
the irrigated land was then given away to white farmers through a lottery system after Japanese
Americans resettled to other parts of the country. 65 The promise of material gain described in the
photograph therefore bears out for the white “settler” on two fronts – by removing Japanese
American farmers from their land during the evacuation, and by claiming the federal land that the
Japanese Americans had irrigated while they were incarcerated. Through the framing of the
covered wagon, the photograph reimagines the relationship between the Japanese American
“pioneer” and the white “settler,” obscuring the government’s responsibility for the dispossession
of Japanese American farmers.
The government’s decision to incarcerate Japanese Americans follows a line of thought
distinct from the “logic of elimination” proposed by Patrick Wolfe to describe the genocide and
dispossession of the indigenous by white settlers, however during the wartime periods there are
certain similarities. Wolfe describes the negative and positive aspects of this logic according to the
negative removal of the indigenous from their land and the simultaneously occurring positive
assimilation of these groups into American culture through various tactics such as “officially
encouraged miscegenation, the breaking-down of native title into alienable individual freeholds,
native citizenship, child abduction, religious conversion, resocialization in total institutions such
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as missions or boarding schools, and a whole range of cognate biocultural assimilations.” 66 While
the incarceration of Japanese Americans is not comparable to the ongoing genocide of the
indigenous in the United States, the logic that the government followed during the wartime period
stressed the simultaneous seizure of Japanese Americans’ agricultural land and capital and
assimilationist policies such as the administration of Americanization classes within the camps
themselves and the resettlement program which sought to break up the community by dispersal
throughout the rest of the country. Rather than seeking to eliminate Japanese Americans, however,
the government imagined the group as a mutable labor force whose threat to whites was neutralized
through the reclamation of land and capital during the incarceration.
The following chapter will look at WRA photographs of Japanese American “settlement”
as a continuation of the government narrative that the concentration camps were “pioneer
communities” through a discussion of imagery showing the gendered labor necessary for
settlement on the part of Japanese American men and women. I contend that the photographs of
Japanese American female domesticity produce the notion of “civilization,” a necessary
ideological component for American settler societies in its opposition to “savagery,” which I argue
mitigated fears on the part of the government that spending too much time in the camps would
lead to “something akin to Indian reservations after the war.”
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CHAPTER TWO
Incarceration

Arriving at the temporary detention site with a suitcase in hand, a woman of Japanese
descent enters the room of her barrack and smiles (Figure 10). Luggage and a rolled-up mattress
are placed on either side of the entrance to the room. Peering into the space expectantly, the image
narrates the woman’s arrival as a moment of excitement and wonderment – someone who has
finally arrived at their destination. The photograph was taken on April 6, 1942 at the Santa Anita
racetrack in Arcadia, California, by Clem Albers. The caption of the image specifies, “Entering
her new temporary apartment at the Santa Anita Assembly center to await transfer to a War
Relocation Authority center where evacuees of Japanese ancestry will spend the duration.”
The woman wears long-sleeved collared sweater and slacks – the clothes “suited to pioneer
life” that the War Relocation Authority recommended in the pamphlet “Questions and Answers
for Evacuees” that was discussed in the previous chapter. 67 In her left hand the woman holds a pair
of leather boots, which imbue the scene with a sense of rugged pioneerism that the government
promised. Looking away from the camera as if unaware of the photographer’s presence, the capture
of the photograph is imagined to be spontaneous rather than constructed – a “document” of the
arrival for the government’s records. The caption makes clear that the “assembly centers” are
temporary sites that will only be habited by Japanese Americans for a short period until they are
transferred to the camps where they will “spend the duration.”
A suitcase placed on the ground near the entryway carries a tag that in the photograph
appears initially benign, a simple luggage tag that would typically include the name of its owner
for ease of recovery during the course of travel. However, in the context of the evacuation of
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Japanese Americans during World War II, the evacuee herself would have worn a similar tag prior
to her arrival such that the government could track, record, and process her entry to the temporary
detention site in a dehumanizing process that equated Japanese Americans to forms of property.
Without this reading of the luggage tag, the photograph invokes the visual language of a vacation
– packed bags and comfortable living quarters, suggested by the woman’s expression as she enters
the barrack.
While the previous chapter considered images of evacuation as a perverse form of Manifest
Destiny that narrates Japanese Americans as trekking eastward to discover new territory, this
chapter focuses on the idea of “settlement” through depictions of the gendered labor necessary for
the creation of settler communities. Walter Hixson describes the specificity of British settler
colonialism in America, emphasizing that “the settlement of families and communities”
distinguished the English from their Spanish and French counterparts. 68 The development of settler
communities in the United States was made possible not only through the territorial expansion on
the part of white men but also through domesticity on the part of white women which acted as a
“feminine counterforce,” as Amy Kaplan describes in the article “Manifest Domesticity.” 69
In this chapter I argue that the government photographs of “settlement” of the concentration
camps continues the narrative that Japanese Americans were “pioneers” establishing “pioneer
communities” through gendered constructions of labor. I begin by discussing photographs of the
male volunteer “pioneers,” who left their homes and families behind in order to construct the
barracks prior to the rest of the community’s arrival. I contend that the imagery of the journey of
the volunteer “pioneers” to the camps and their “voluntary” construction of the barracks are a part
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of a settler colonial framework that imagines territorial expansion as a masculine force. The
“feminine counterforce” that Kaplan describes as necessary for settler colonial expansion is
represented through government photographs of Japanese American women settling into the
barracks and performing domestic labor, as a critical counterpoint to the male construction.

The Volunteer “Pioneers”
In addition to the government’s description of the concentration camps as “pioneer
communities” as discussed in the previous chapter, the term “pioneer” was also used to describe
the Japanese American volunteer “pioneers” who agreed to evacuate from the west coast before
the rest of the community to help build the camps. In G. Gordon Brown’s “Final Report,” published
in the fall of 1945, he describes the construction of the Gila River camp in Rivers, Arizona as
follows, “The Center came into existence as the residence of an evacuee group when the first
trainload arrived on July 20, 1942. These first arrivals were 520 people from Turlock Assembly
Center who had volunteered to be the pioneers. They settled in the partially completed blocks in
Canal (Camp I) and immediately began the work of setting up mess halls, warehouses and
supplies.”70 The specificity of the idea of a volunteer pioneer recapitulates settler colonial language
by discursively rewriting the involuntary imprisonment of Japanese Americans. Rather than
emphasizing the fact that Japanese Americans were asked to volunteer their labor in order to build
the barracks – the encampments of their imprisonment – and volunteer to enter the prison camps
before their friends and family, the government instead imagines Japanese Americans as settlers
who have successfully cleared the land through indigenous dispossession and begun the process
of constructing their homes.
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Clem Albers photographed the volunteer pioneers who helped construct the barracks at
Manzanar on April 2, 1942. The photograph is taken at a distance, showing a group of workers in
various positions - squatting, kneeling, and standing - as they labor to build the facilities (Figure
11). Behind the laborers, the Sierra Nevada mountains are depicted in sharp detail, making it
difficult to discern whether the workers or the landscape are the central subjects of the image. The
photograph is reproduced in Gerald Robinson’s Elusive Truth: Four Photographers at Manzanar,
a comparative study of photographs taken by Clem Albers, Toyo Miyatake, Dorothea Lange, and
Ansel Adams. Robinson captions the photograph in the book, “‘Pioneers’ building the camp by
Clem Albers,” however the original title reads, “Manzanar Relocation Center, Manzanar,
California. Construction begins at Manzanar, now a War Relocation Authority center for evacuees
of Japanese ancestry, in Owens Valley, flanked by the High Sierras and Mount Whitney, loftiest
peak in the United States.”71 Robinson describes Albers’ photographs of the construction of the
camps as double-edged, showing his distaste for the incarceration, since the images include
military guards standing guard while the evacuees labor. 72 While this is the case in certain
instances, the photograph in discussion appears as concerned with the mountains surrounding
Manzanar as with the labor that is being performed. Karin Becker Ohrn discusses the relationship
between government photographers at Manzanar and the landscape and emphasizes that the
glorifications of the surroundings effectively deemphasize the personal hardships of the
incarcerated.73 Albers’s image is similarly preoccupied with the natural beauty of the landscape
rather than the subjects in view, and the government caption solidifies this by describing the
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construction as being “flanked by the High Sierras and Mount Whitney, loftiest peak in the United
States.”
The volunteer pioneers who came to Manzanar to build the barracks were also the focus of
a five-page article in Life Magazine entitled “Coast Japs are Interned in Mountain Camp” from
April 6, 1942.74 While the first page describes the overall process of evacuation and settlement,
the following pages are broken up with a two-page spread devoted to Japanese Americans
evacuating to Manzanar in a convoy of cars with military oversight and another two-page spread
devoted to the settlement process (Figures 12-16). The article is illustrated with photographs of
the evacuation and settlement and includes copy that oscillates between romanticizing the journey
and the conditions of the camps and emphasizing that the Japanese Americans are a dangerous
element.
Throughout the article, the emphasis on the “willing” incarceration of Japanese Americans
continues the narrative that Japanese Americans were not prisoners and that their evacuation was
voluntary. The first sentence of the article reads, “In a high mountain-walled California valley 240
miles from the sea, the vanguard of 112,000 Japanese residents of the proscribed Pacific Coast
combat zone were settled comfortably last week, prepared to wait out the war in willing and not
unprofitable internment.” The notion that Japanese Americans were “willingly” incarcerated
continues in the following paragraph, which states, “The Army hopes this great and unprecedented
migration will continue to be as spontaneous and cheerful as its first chapter.” 75 Describing the
evacuation process as “willing” and “spontaneous” collapses the experiences of the volunteer
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pioneers, who chose to incarcerate themselves before the rest of their community in order to build
the camps, and the mass evacuation and incarceration in its entirety, which was, of course, forced.
The article continues by describing the journey of the approximately one thousand
volunteers who traveled to Manzanar ahead of the rest of the community to build the camp. The
editors highlight that Japanese Americans were treated well throughout the process of evacuation
and settlement by describing the many rests stops along the journey, the straw mattresses where
“Japs slept comfortably if not luxuriously,” and the “courteous treatment” of the soldiers who
“escorted them” to Manzanar. Describing the car convoy of Japanese American incarcerees with
Army jeeps interspersed between them, the text claims, “Here was no ‘Okie’ hegira,” drawing a
distinction between the evacuation of Japanese Americans, and the migration of white
farmworkers following the Dust Bowl which had been photographed by the Farm Security
Administration less than a decade prior. In the photograph showing a line of cars halted at a rest
stop, the evacuees are instead described as “pilgrims,” a term with similar settler colonial
connotations to the description of the camps as “pioneer communities.” The full caption reads,
“Ten-minute rest stop permits pilgrims to stretch legs briefly.” Rather than identifying the forced
evacuation of Japanese Americans with imagery from the Great Depression that showed the plight
of white farmworkers who were forced to leave the Dust Bowl, the photographs and corresponding
text from the Life Magazine article imagine the evacuation as a voluntary journey akin to the
pioneering journey of pilgrims.
Solidifying the impression that the evacuation was more of a romantic journey rather than
an “‘Okie’ hegira,” the splendor of the Sierra Nevada mountains is highlighted throughout the
article in the photographs, the text, and the title. Descriptions such as, “Arriving Japs were
enchanted by their scenic surroundings,” and “The reception center in which the internees found
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themselves provided a scenic spot of lonely loveliness. The Japs gasped when they saw Mt.
Whitney, highest peak in the U.S., shrugging its white shoulder above lesser ranges just 15 miles
away” are matched by enlarged photographs, including the image on the first page of the article,
which shows Japanese Americans walking alongside a row of barracks at the bottom of the image
with the silhouette of the mountains and the sky above occupying the rest of the photograph. The
racist title of the article “Coast Japs are Interned in Mountain Camp” also emphasizes the natural
surroundings, an invocation that, similarly to the photograph by Albers of the volunteer pioneers,
suggests that the incarceration was humane.
In the first page devoted to the settlement process, entitled “Internees Get Settled in Their
Wartime Home High in the Spectacular Sierras,” a series of six photographs show evacuees
distributing furniture and bedding, bringing their belongings to their barracks, stuffing mattress
tickings with straw, and eating their dinner standing up. The final photograph in the series is the
only image to focus specifically on a group of Japanese American women, who are shown in a
barrack with each in a separate position: one woman makes her bed, a woman next to her puts on
jewelry, the third woman leans over a makeshift partition that she has constructed and smiles at
the camera, and another is seated on her bed as she looks over at the other women. The caption
states, “Nisei girls make themselves at home in clean but Spartan dormitory. Makeshift screen has
been created out of packaging from oil burner with which each of the barracks is supplied. Note
the picture of General MacArthur on wall and graduation photograph on dressing table.” The
caption emphasizes the “Americanness” of the women by mentioning the picture of General
MacArthur and the graduation photograph as well as their transformation of the conditions of the
barracks which was happily performed.
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Domesticity and the Settler Colonial Imaginary
Imagery of homemaking in the barracks of the detention sites provides a gendered
counterpoint to the idea of the pioneer – while Japanese American men built the barracks and
worked in the fields as agricultural laborers, it became the duty of Japanese American women to
turn the interior of the barracks into habitable spaces with the appearance of home. The barracks
at the camps were often no larger than twenty-by-twenty feet with a single hanging lightbulb to
illuminate the space, and the only furniture provided by the WRA was Army cots.
Homemaking during the incarceration became an important way for Japanese Americans
to maintain a sense of dignity in spite of the dehumanizing conditions. Yoshiko Uchida describes
her family’s arrival to Tanforan as follows, “One of the first things we all did…was to make our
living quarters as comfortable as possible. A pile of scrap lumber in one corner of the camp melted
away like snow on a hot day as residents salvaged whatever they could to make shelves and crude
pieces of furniture to supplement the Army cots.”76 As the incarceration continued, however,
domestic chores that filled the days of Japanese American women became both a monotonous part
of the endless repetition of everyday life in the camps, as well as an opportunity to “exercise
inventiveness and even ingenuity,” as Yoon Sun Lee suggests. In the chapter “Little Things: The
Uncanny Everyday of Internment Literature,” Lee mentions the following quote by a columnist
for one of the camp newspapers:
You’ll find yourself resorting to . . . ingenious tricks at the centers in your work of
making cheerful living quarters for your family . . . If you’ve always wanted to try
a new color scheme . . . this is the time to do it. You are using inexpensive materials,
often scrap . . . You’re fixing up a temporary home, not a permanent one . . . forget
your inhibitions and let yourself go. 77
76

Yoshiko Uchida, Desert Exile: The Uprooting of a Japanese-American Family (University of Washington Press,
Seattle and London, 1982), 78.
77

Pacific Citizen, June 25, 1942, cited in Yoon Sun Lee, Modern Minority: Asian American Literature and
Everyday Life (Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2013), 80.

40

The domestic transformation of the barracks was therefore critical during this period as a way for
women to maintain a sense of cheerfulness for their families, while also becoming a part of the
“uncanny everyday” wherein the repetition of everyday tasks develops into an endless monotony
for Japanese Americans during the incarceration. 78
A series of photographs taken by Clem Albers at the Santa Anita temporary detention site
and the Manzanar concentration camp in early April 1942 focus on Japanese American women
and children “settling into” their barracks in a performance of domesticity that involves the
unpacking and washing of clothes, the sweeping of the floor of the barrack, the hanging of curtains.
The first of these images was taken on April 6, 1942, showing a young woman performing the task
of hanging clothes in a closet in her barrack. She wears a knee-length skirt and striped shirt with
an apron over her clothing (Figure 17). As she lifts a flower-patterned dress to be hung, she turns
her head over her right shoulder and smiles. Instead of gazing into the camera’s lens, she looks to
the left of the camera, presumably at someone who is standing there, as if candid in her housework.
A suitcase on the floor next to her reminds the viewer that she has just arrived and is getting settled
in. Neatly folded towels sit perched on a shelf in the corner of the barrack, and a tie rack filled
with ties is placed on the wall next to the closet, indicating that the woman is not living alone, but
rather with a husband. The woman’s bag in the foreground of the photograph is placed on top of
several magazines, including the April 1942 issue of the American Magazine. On the cover of the
magazine is a white woman wearing a thickly brimmed hat – the word “American” is clearly
legible while the print on the other magazine is more difficult to discern.

78

Yoon Sun Lee, Modern Minority: Asian American Literature and Everyday Life (Oxford University Press,
Oxford, 2013), 54-82.

41

The woman in the photograph is Lily Okura, the aunt of Karen Ishizuka who was
photographed with the Seabiscuit statue upon her arrival to the Santa Anita racetrack. Prior to the
war she was an actress living in Los Angeles and a model for photographer Toyo Miyatake. The
ties hanging in the room belonged to her husband, Kiyoshi Patrick Okura, who she had married
recently in October 1941, only two months before the bombing of Pearl Harbor. The interior scene
in the photograph is of the eight-by-eight foot tack room in a horse stable where the couple lived
for a period of nine months before they were granted leave through arrangements made with the
Reverend Edward J. Flanagan, the founder of Boys Town in Omaha, Nebraska where Patrick found
employment as a staff psychologist. 79 In this photograph, as in the previous image, Albers focuses
on only a small portion of the barrack rather than attempting to show the room in its entirety. As a
result of this segmented view, the size of the tack room is indeterminate to the viewer.
In a second photograph taken at the Santa Anita detention center on the same day, April 6,
1942, two Japanese American children stand at the foot of the bed in their barrack (Figure 18). A
girl holds a buttoned jacket against the wall while she dusts it with a brush. Standing behind her,
a boy, presumably a family member who would have been assigned to the same barrack, watches
her perform the household task while he holds a broom, suggesting that he is also in the process
of performing household labor. Another jacket hangs on the wall next to the children, betraying
the lack of space in the barrack. Behind them, two coats – one light and one dark – hang ominously
from the ceiling as an almost spectral presence presiding over the scene, standing as a stark
reminder of the cramped conditions of the barracks. The government caption of the photograph
reads, “Evacuees of Japanese ancestry are getting settled in their temporary quarters at the Santa
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Anita Assembly Center. Later they will be transferred inland to War Relocation Authority centers
to spend the duration.”
The government’s insistence on showing homemaking as cheerful rather than a mode of
survival operates within a settler colonial framework to cast Japanese American women and
children as counterpoints to Japanese American male labor in the construction of the camps and
the agricultural work that occurred on the land surrounding through a heteropatriarchal framework
that distinguishes women’s work as private rather than public. Through these photographs of
homemaking, Japanese American women are cast as women pioneers, racialized within the
collective imaginary as white, who played an integral role in settler colonialism during the
nineteenth century. I argue that positioning Japanese Americans symbolically as white “settlers”
in part served to quell fears on the part of the government that the process of spending time in
concentration camps would racialize the group similarly to the indigenous living on reservations,
who were portrayed by the government in this period as taking advantage of social welfare.
While the place of white male pioneers in American national expansion has been well
understood through the violent dispossession of indigenous groups, the role of white women in the
expansion of settler colonialism in the United States has been written more recently by scholars
such as Amy Kaplan, Margaret Jacobs, Evelyn Nakano Glenn, Eve Tuck, and Laurel Clark Shire.
In the article “Manifest Domesticity” Kaplan underscores that “the development of domestic
discourse in America is contemporaneous with the discourse of Manifest Destiny.”80 Women
pioneers provided not only material and reproductive labor necessary for the maintenance of
settlements, but also as Laurel Clark Shire argues in The Threshold of Manifest Destiny, white
women played an integral role in settler colonialism in the United States through the representation
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of “national growth as the spread of domesticity and civilization” while also rationalizing “the
violence of territorial expansion as the protection of white American women and their homes.” 81
The gendered labor of women pioneers not only upheld the heteropatriarchal order but also through
the process of domestication ensured the spread of “civilization” as a critical justification for
national expansion as a means for conquering the foreign. Shire quotes an early proponent of
domestic ideology, Catherine Beecher, who writes in her 1842 Treatise on Domestic Economy that
American women must domesticate the new territories and install “an ark of civilization amid an
ocean of foliage” to ensure that the “wild” becomes “civilized.”82 As Shire recognizes, “This belief
countered the anxiety that pioneers would ‘go native’ when they encountered ‘uncivilized’ places
and societies.”83
The fear that white pioneers would become “uncivilized” as they traveled out west was
matched during the World War II era with anxiety on the part of government officials that as a
result of being sent to concentration camps, Japanese Americans would become dependent upon
the government similarly to the indigenous living on reservations. In a government document
written by John F. Embree and distributed to WRA staff members in October 1942 entitled
“Dealing with Japanese-Americans,” the author issues the following warning:
Japanese in California are known to be hard-working, self-sacrificing people with
strong family loyalties. These useful traits are not biological and there is a real
danger of their disappearing soon under relocation center conditions. (Remember,
the Crow and Blackfoot Indians whose cultures stressed individual initiative and
personal bravery and what has happened to these brilliant warriors under
Reservation conditions where all the old cultural values have been undermined and
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many are today lacking in individual initiative and possessed of a typical wards-ofthe-government-outlook in life.)84
Embree’s anxiety that spending time in the camps would lead to a culture of dependence
inadvertently highlights the “Reservation conditions” of the camps themselves, and the similar
logic that led to the decision to incarcerate the Japanese Americans en masse.
Eleanor Roosevelt expressed similar concerns after visiting the Gila River concentration
camp in April 1943 and spoke publicly in favor of “resettling” Japanese Americans to other parts
of the United States. In an article published in the Los Angeles Times, Roosevelt is quoted as
saying, “The sooner we get the young Japanese out of the camps the better. Otherwise if we don’t
look out we will create another Indian problem.” 85 During the same year in 1943, Dillon S. Myer,
the Director of the War Relocation Authority, made the following statement before the US Senate
Military Affairs Subcommittee, “I sincerely believe, gentlemen, that if we don’t handle this
problem in a way to get these people absorbed as best we can while the war is going on, we may
have something akin to Indian reservations after the war.”86 Iyko Day explains this fear on the part
of the government further and argues, “Once Japanese Americans were interned, the economic
threat associated with them was resignified as the economic burden of social welfare,” since their
removal from the West Coast made them no longer economically competitive with white
Americans.87
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The government’s anxiety that Japanese Americans’ time in the camps would produce
dependency through a process similar to the experience of indigenous groups on reservations, I
argue, was in part quelled through the domestic transformation of the barracks themselves.
Roosevelt writes in her syndicated column “My Day” from April 27, 1943:
When the barracks were unfinished, when water was not yet provided in sufficient
quantity for the community and the people were moved in, the place must have
been not only uncomfortable but very chaotic. The people, themselves, must have
shown qualities of endurance and willingness to cooperate, or they would have
despaired of ever making life livable and have become useless burdens on
the government.88
Based on this assessment, the labor on the part of Japanese Americans to make the barracks
habitable and “life livable” contributed to their not becoming dependent on the government,
ameliorating the fear that Japanese Americans would become the next “Indian problem” through
the process of domestication. Japanese American women in Albers photographs become actors in
the performance of domesticity as a critical piece of the visual evidence in the establishment of
“pioneer communities.” The transformation of converted horse stalls into habitable spaces through
homemaking provided the appearance of civilization, a notion that would quell any accusations of
government wrongdoing and highlight the triumph of “civilization” over “savagery.”

Impounded: A Second Look at Images of the Camps
The photographs that showed the cramped and squalid conditions of the horse stables were
hidden from public view and impounded for the duration of the war in order to maintain the
narrative that the “assembly centers” were sites of civilization rather than detention. While the
majority of the photographs showing Japanese Americans “settling into” their barracks were taken
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by Albers, he also took many photographs that were impounded by the government. Several days
prior to visiting Santa Anita, he was dispatched to Manzanar, the only concentration camp that
acted as both an “assembly center” and a “Relocation Center.” In a photograph from April 2, 1942,
Albers photographed a Japanese American man resting on the cot in his barrack (Figure 19). His
belongings, including socks, ties, shirts, pants, and a towel, hang above his cot in rows as he leans
back with his hands behind his head. The photograph is captioned as follows, “An evacuee resting
on his cot after moving his belongings into this bare barracks room. Army cot and mattress are the
only things furnished by the government. All personal belongings were brought by the evacuees.”
As the caption specifies, Japanese Americans were provided with only the most basic furniture for
sleeping. The scene stands in stark contrast to the romanticized domesticity of women and children
arriving at the barracks and unpacking their belongings. Instead, the image emphasizes the lack of
supplies that the government provided and the lack of space, serving as an image of squalor rather
than civilization.
Dorothea Lange was also working as a photographer for the War Relocation Authority
during the early months of 1942. After receiving acclaim for her photographs of the Great
Depression, WRA officials likely believed that Lange would be an excellent candidate to produce
a positive account of the evacuation and incarceration process due to her previous work for the
FSA that advanced President Roosevelt’s New Deal. Although Lange supported the president’s
previous program, she strongly opposed his decision to incarcerate the Japanese, and as a result,
she was subject to scrutiny by military authorities during her tenure with the WRA. 89 Unlike her
photographs for the FSA, which were widely reproduced, many of the photographs were
impounded and hidden from public view for the duration of the war. In the end, she spent a mere
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four months documenting the evacuation and internment of Japanese Americans from late March
1942 to July 1942 when the WRA dismissed her “without prejudice” with the remark “completion
of work.”90
During the same period in which Albers was photographing Manzanar and Santa Anita,
Lange visited the Tanforan temporary detention site in San Bruno, California, which similarly held
barracks that were converted from horse stalls. Lange’s impounded photographs from Tanforan
are some of the most clearly indicative of the squalid conditions, showing the whitewashed horse
stalls, cramped quarters, and dirt roads connecting the barracks. In a photograph from June 16,
1942, Lange shows a father and daughter sitting on a cot inside of their barrack (Figure 20). The
caption describes the scene, “Old Mr. Konda in barrack apartment, after supper. He lives here with
his two sons, his married daughter and her husband. They share two small rooms together. His
daughter is seen behind him, knitting. He has been a truck farmer and raised his family, who are
also farmers, in Centerville, Alameda County, where his children were born.” The tightness of the
space with only a single lightbulb attached to the wall behind Mr. Konda shows the bleakness of
the living conditions at Tanforan. Mr. Konda’s tightly pursed lips and hand cupped over his knee
convey the anxiety and the discontent that was carried by members of his generation, many of
whom immigrated to the United States. The photograph was impounded by the government as
possible evidence of mistreatment on the part of Japanese Americans.
The impounded photographs from the settlement period in March and April 1942 offer a
critical counterpoint to the government images that made it past the censors. Considering that
Japanese Americans were not allowed to represent their experiences photographically, the
impounded photographic work of Lange and Albers offers a rare glimpse into the lives that were
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lived by Japanese Americans during this period. These photographs lift the veil of the official
record that attempted to present the camps as “pioneer communities,” revealing them for what they
were: prison camps.

49

CHAPTER THREE
Resettlement

As early as October 1942, only six months after the majority of Japanese Americans were
evacuated from the west coast, the government initiated a resettlement program where Japanese
Americans deemed loyal and assimilable by camp administrators could petition to leave the camps.
Those who participated in the program had to move to places outside of the militarized zone on
the West Coast, and the majority moved to cities in the Midwest and on the East Coast. The
government believed that dispersing Japanese Americans into parts of the country without a large
Japanese American community would help assimilate them into mainstream American society.
Lane Ryo Hirabayashi describes the resettlement policy as “a pernicious form of forced
Americanization that was inherently inimical to any positive dimensions of Japanese American
identity, culture, and community” and notes that those who were released early were generally
those “who were the most open, psychologically and emotionally, to reducing – if not cutting –
their ties to the ethnic community.”91
The main barrier to the resettlement program was appeasing both white Americans who
viewed Japanese Americans as dangerous and Japanese Americans who distrusted being
reassimilated into a society that had supported the violation of their constitutional and human
rights.92 In addition to their anxiety around racist treatment by whites upon their return, Japanese
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Americans were concerned about their ability to find employment and housing after leaving the
camps. The goal of the War Relocation Authority therefore shifted during this period to focus on
producing imagery that showed the successful reintegration of Japanese Americans into American
society. This was a significant departure from the previous goals of the WRA during the evacuation
and settlement periods in 1942 which focused on providing visual evidence of the humane
treatment of Japanese Americans by the government.
While the previous chapters focused on the periods of evacuation and incarceration, this
chapter examines the perversity of the settler colonial logic employed by the government through
the coining of a term which illustrates the contradictions of the false promise of assimilation for
Japanese Americans: the “pioneer of relocation.” This terminology is included in the captions of
three photographs taken by the WRA photographer Hikaru Iwasaki. I argue that Ansel Adams
photographs of Manzanar from 1943 and subsequently published book Born Free and Equal
follows a similar logic that portrays resettlement as a form of pioneerism in order to encourage
Japanese Americans to resettle outside of the camps. The reuse of the term “pioneer” across the
evacuation, settlement, and resettlement periods acts as a form of incentivization for Japanese
Americans through the promise of proximity to whiteness that obscures the fraught relationship
between Japanese Americans and the land.

Ansel Adams’s Born Free and Equal
In 1943 Ansel Adams was invited by the Project Director of Manzanar, Ralph Merritt, to
photograph the camp and encourage “loyal” Japanese Americans to resettle. The resulting body of
work was reproduced in the book Born Free and Equal: Photographs of the Loyal JapaneseAmericans at Manzanar Relocation Center Inyo County, California, which was published by U.S.
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Camera in 1944. A selection of the photographs was also the subject of an exhibition at the
Museum of Modern Art in New York entitled Manzanar: Photographs by Ansel Adams of Loyal
Japanese-American Relocation Center. While Adams technically came to the camp as a
photographer independent from the WRA, the frontmatter of the book clarifies, “The publishing
of this book is authorized by the War Relocation Authority, United States Department of the
Interior. The photographs and facts of the text have been checked and approved by the Project
Director of Manzanar Relocation Center.” 93 Therefore, while Ralph Merritt did not commission
Adams to produce the photographs, Merritt forbade Adams from photographing barbed wire or
guard towers, and the images and text were subject to his approval. In November 1943 the Office
of War Information wrote to Adams to ask permission to use his photographs “showing American
kindness to Japanese,” which was “urgently requested from our Pacific outposts to combat
Japanese propaganda which claims our behavior is monstrous.”94 This request from the
government shows that Adams’s photographs were ideologically in accordance with their
intentions.
Ansel Adams was already a highly acclaimed photographer by the time he visited
Manzanar, however, this was his first-time producing work in the vein of social documentary.
Primarily known for his work photographing landscapes in the Yosemite Valley, during the
wartime period Adams wanted to contribute to the war effort and therefore took on the task of
photographing Manzanar. Born Free and Equal includes photographs and corresponding captions
and text, which Nancy Newhall, the head of the Department of Photography at the Museum of
Modern Art at the time of his 1944 exhibition, describes as being “conceived and executed as a
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whole by the photographer.”95 The photographs included in the book are predominantly closecropped portraits of the “loyal” incarcerees, landscape photographs of the Sierra Nevada
mountains, and photographs of places around the camp, including the barracks, post office, and
the cemetery. The captions of the photographs emphasize the occupations of the subjects, the
resourcefulness of Japanese Americans in spite of their conditions, and the splendor of the natural
surroundings.
The project was considered controversial during wartime and Adams was criticized for his
support of Japanese Americans. The corresponding exhibition of photographs at the Museum of
Modern Art in New York received substantial outcry and closed earlier than intended as a result.
Adams states that criticism surrounding the book and the exhibition caused the publisher of Born
Free and Equal to “[destroy] vast numbers of the books” out of fear for his reputation. 96
Contemporaries such as Dorothea Lange, however, found that his efforts fell short in adequately
supporting those who were incarcerated. In the interview The Making of a Documentary
Photographer, Lange states, “It was shameful. That’s Ansel. He doesn’t have much sense about
these things,” and continues later on, “It was far for him to go, far. He felt pretty proud for being
such a liberal [laughter] on that book.”97
Recent scholarship has similarly found Adams’s photographs wanting in their efforts to
portray the plight of Japanese Americans. In many of the images and corresponding text, Adams
appears more preoccupied with the landscape surrounding Manzanar than the subjects who were
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incarcerated. In addition to photographs showing the mountain range that dwarf the people below
them, Adams posits that the natural landscape has “strengthened the spirit of the people of
Manzanar.”98 The emphasis on the landscape becomes a way to both deny the trauma of the
incarceration and also to erase the physical presence of the subjects who were incarcerated. A twopage spread in Born Free and Equal shows the Sierra Nevada mountains framed with little sky
above them to emphasize their grandeur (Figure 21). The caption below reads, “In the presence of
the ancient mountains, the people of Manzanar await their destiny.” The image focuses solely on
the mountain range, and the lyrical caption romanticizes the incarceration by showing deference
to the mountains surrounding the camp rather than the experiences of those who were forcibly
imprisoned within it. The caption suggests that Japanese Americans at Manzanar are simply
“await[ing] their destiny,” a belief that is reiterated throughout the book in another caption that
states, “Manzanar is only a detour on the road of American citizenship…” The imprisonment is
therefore justified in Adams’s mind as a part of the journey to becoming American.
Apart from emphasizing the beauty of the natural landscape surrounding Manzanar,
Adams’s main focus within the book is to show that “loyal” Japanese Americans were capable of
assimilating into mainstream American society, echoing the goals of the WRA’s resettlement
program. Adams was very preoccupied throughout the process of photographing the incarcerees
with only allowing “loyal” Japanese Americans to be included in the book, which he determined
through individuals’ responses to the loyalty questionnaire which was issued prior to his arrival.
Following the riot at Manzanar in December 1942, the government issued a “leave clearance
questionnaire” to all incarcerees aged seventeen or older to aid the WRA in determining which
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Japanese Americans would be eligible to relocate outside of the camps. The questionnaire included
two questions at the end of the document which read:
No. 27. Are you willing to serve in the armed forces of the United States on combat
duty wherever ordered?
No. 28. Will you swear unqualified allegiance to the United States of America and
faithfully defend the United States from any or all attack by foreign or domestic
forces, and forswear any form of allegiance or obedience to the Japanese emperor,
to any other foreign government, power or organization?99
Those who responded in the negative to both questions were segregated and deported to the Tule
Lake concentration camp. Adams came to Manzanar after the questionnaire had been issued but
before those who had answered “no-no” had been transported to Tule Lake. Therefore, after taking
photographs of Japanese Americans in the camp, the contact sheets were scrupulously checked by
an employee of the Office of Reports to ensure that the individuals depicted were “loyal.”
Jasmine Alinder notes that it is unclear whether the government asked for the photographs
to be checked at such lengths or whether Adams wanted this, however Adams’s preoccupation
with showing those who were loyal suggests this was his own concern. A telegram from Adams
to Nancy Newhall, he describes the project as follows, “Subject very hot out here. Must stress
people are loyal American citizens of Japanese descent. It is a question of fair dealings with racial
problems. No truck with Axis sympathizers.”100 In a letter to Adams from Robert L. Brown, the
acting project director of Manzanar, he writes, “As you are aware, many of the subjects in the
photographs are segregees. We recall your saying that you are interested only, or primarily, in
loyal Niseis.”101 In order to prove the value of the “loyal” incarcerees, Adams focuses on the
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professional capacity of the incarcerated, photographing close-cropped portraits of the incarcerees
and captioning many of the images with solely the occupation of the subject, such as “An
electrician,” “A garment designer,” and “A welder.”
Following the aims of the War Relocation Authority’s resettlement program, Adams
believed the best way for loyal Japanese Americans to assimilate was to disperse the community
by resettling in parts of the country outside of the west coast:
One way for minorities to protect themselves is to scatter throughout
the country - to avoid concentration in nationalistic groups in towns
and rural areas. In taking the opportunity to prove themselves
capable, cooperative citizens, the Japanese-Americans are placing
themselves in a far stronger position than if they had drawn
timorously together in the “Little Tokyos,” to sit out the war under
the suspicion and possible persecution of their Caucasian
neighbors.102
The belief that Japanese Americans would benefit from “scattering throughout the country” is
matched by the rhetoric of top government officials including Franklin Delano Roosevelt, Dillon
Myer, and Ralph Merritt who supported the resettlement program. In the following sentence,
Adams denies the fact that Japanese Americans were forcibly removed by suggesting that the
incarceration was simply a way for them to “[take] the opportunity to prove themselves capable,
cooperative citizens.” The idea that Japanese Americans needed to demonstrate their worth in
order to become citizens recapitulates the central tenets of the model minority myth, in which
assimilation requires behaving as “model citizens,” which in turn requires the disavowal of the
history and culture of their ancestors.
In another photograph from Born Free and Equal, a group of Japanese Americans load
their luggage onto the roof of a vehicle as they prepare for relocation (Figure 22). The subjects are
turned away from the camera, and their faces are for the most part inscrutable. A man stands on
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the roof of the car and helps load the luggage while the rest of the group waits below. Without the
caption, the scene appears mundane with the subjects standing and crossing their arms, looking
away, waiting. The caption turns the photograph into a romantic image with the phrase, “Departure
on relocation is the great adventure.” Describing relocation as “the great adventure” turns the
notion of the “pioneer” on its head, from previously describing the evacuation of Japanese
Americans to concentration camps to instead becoming a part of the logic of assimilation.
Incentivizing Japanese Americans to relocate by describing it as a “great adventure” attempts to
coerce the community to leave its cultural ties behind through assimilation, or the promise of
fading into whiteness.

Hikaru Iwasaki’s WRAPS Photographs of the “Pioneers of Relocation”
Beginning in 1943, the mission of the War Relocation Authority shifted to focus on
resettlement with the chief of the Reports Division expressing “an acute need” for visual evidence
of the “successful return” of Japanese Americans who had been released from the camps.103
Thomas Parker, a photographer and government employee, was selected to set up the War
Relocation Authority Photographic Section (WRAPS) in Denver, Colorado, which began in
October 1942, and continued until January 1946. The WRAPS photographers included Charles
Mace and Francis Stewart, the latter of whom had previously worked for the War Relocation
Authority during the early stages of the evacuation, as well as Takashi “Bud” Aoyama and Hikaru
“Carl” Iwasaki who were granted permits to leave the camps.
The WRAPS photographers were tasked with creating visual evidence of the successful
assimilation of Japanese Americans who had been released from the camps to encourage others to
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participate in the resettlement program. Those depicted in the photographs were always the “loyal”
and law-abiding members of the community who were deemed capable of assimilation, meaning
that the more deviant or riotous members of the community were not included in this archive.
While the WRAPS photographers were not provided with shooting scripts, the images produced
were “seen, evaluated, and cleared” by the War Department before they were sent back to Denver
for printing and release. 104 As a result, the WRAPS archive follows similar themes, showing
Japanese Americans who have returned to their homes and farms or have started working at an
office. There are also many instances of imagery focusing on participation between whites and
Japanese Americans: as neighbors, as farmers, as colleagues, and as members of the military.
In a photograph by Hikaru “Carl” Iwasaki, a young Japanese American woman named
Joyce Ichikawa is shown smiling at the camera while she looks through a file cabinet (Figure 23).
The caption describes her as a “file clerk, aged twenty” whose parents were still incarcerated at
the Gila River camp in Rivers, Arizona, while her brother lives in Minneapolis studying machine
shop work. Joyce appears in the middle of her work with papers piled on top of the rows of file
cabinets. The final lines of the caption purports to speak for Joyce, reading, “Says Joyce, I like
Denver so much. I was afraid to come for fear I would be discriminated against, but everyone has
been so friendly that I am very happy.” The image and caption narrate the experience of
resettlement for Japanese Americans as economically viable, since the subject was able to find
employment, and without prejudice, following the aims of the War Relocation Authority during
this period.
Hikaru “Carl” Iwasaki began working for WRAPS as a photographer starting in 1943. Born
in 1923, Iwasaki grew up in San Jose, California and began studying photography in high school.
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After the issuance of Executive Order 9066, he was forcibly removed from San Jose High School
and incarcerated at the Heart Mountain concentration camp. Within a year, he received clearance
to leave Heart Mountain and started working for WRAPS at their office in Denver. While he
worked in the field, he was always accompanied by a local WRA field officer who collected
information for the captions.105 In contrast to Lange, whose photographs were strictly censored
during her short tenure working for the WRA, Iwasaki insists that he was never instructed on what
subjects to photograph, nor does he remember his photographs ever being subject to censorship
after they were developed. 106 Although Iwasaki complied with the mission of the WRA during the
resettlement period and created propaganda for the agency, his own optimistic beliefs around
resettlement ultimately aligned with their goal of closing the camps and successfully reintegrating
Japanese Americans back into society. Hirabayashi attributes this optimism to Iwasaki’s youth at
the time of taking these photographs and cautions against faulting him for creating images that
supported the resettlement process.107
In this period the organization returned to the settler colonial trope of the pioneer to
encourage Japanese Americans to relocate through the coining of the term “pioneer of relocation,”
which was used in the captions of three photographs by Iwasaki to refer to Japanese Americans
who had returned to their homes and farmland. The phrase speaks to the contradictory nature of
the term “resettlement” itself. The prefix “re” meaning “again,” implies “settling again” or
“another settlement.” In a global context, “resettlement” is the process of relocating refugees from
the country in which they have sought asylum to a third country which grants them permanent
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residence. Resettlement in this lens also implies a second settlement, as if the first settlement has
already occurred, and the second settlement is equivalent by definition. During the war, however,
the first “settlement” for Japanese Americans was the incarceration in the camps, and the
“resettlement” was leaving the camps, which in 1943 and 1944 meant finding a new place to reside
outside of the West Coast, however, starting in 1945, this meant the long-awaited return home for
the vast majority of incarcerees. Semantically, the notion of resettlement therefore implies that the
place of the camps and the cities and homes outside of the camps are equal in a disavowal of the
prison conditions of the camps.
The “pioneers of relocation” depicted in Iwasaki’s photographs are a part of the later group
of Japanese Americans who returned to the homes and farms where they lived and worked prior
to their forced removal in 1945. Rather than staking out new territory to “settle,” these pioneers
are instead returning to a familiar place that belonged to them before the war. The term becomes
a way to encourage Japanese Americans to resettle outside of the camps by showing the happy
return of those who left before them. In an attempt to quell the anxiety of Japanese Americans who
feared persecution and financial hardship upon their return, the photographs attempt to convey that
the American Dream still persists for Japanese Americans. The photographs also provide visual
evidence for the government that the homes and farms of Japanese Americans remained intact
following the incarceration, and that Japanese Americans were able to find employment during
this period, which was often not the case for most people returning from the camps.
Departing from the settler colonial imagery from the evacuation period and the settlement
of the camps that was discussed in the previous chapters, the trope of the “pioneer of relocation”
rewrites Japanese Americans relationship to the land by focusing on the reunification of the
formerly incarcerated with their homes and their farms. Similarly to the caption of Adams’s
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photograph, “Departure on relocation is the great adventure,” the photographs taken by Iwasaki
and their corresponding government captions portray the resettlement process as part of the
journey of becoming American. The following photographs show a Japanese American family and
male agricultural workers who have returned to their farms and have continued cultivating produce
despite the fact that this narrative was foreclosed to many families who were unable to return to
their agricultural businesses after the war.
The first photograph by Iwasaki, taken on July 14, 1945, shows a family of three – Mr. and
Mrs. Shigetaka Onishi and their son, Richard – along with their friend Shigetomo Motoike,
standing in front of their home in San Jose’s Japantown (Figure 24). The caption of the photograph
states that the family initially relocated to Denver from the Heart Mountain concentration camp in
January 1945 before returning to their home in San Jose. The group stands close together and
smiles in the direction of the camera. Although the photograph is taken by a government
photographer, the visual language of the image is indicative of a family photograph. Marianne
Hirsch posits in Family Frames that “photographs locate themselves precisely in the space of
contradiction between the myth of the ideal family and the lived reality of family life.” 108 The
photograph constructs the maintenance of the nuclear family despite their evacuation and
incarceration at the Heart Mountain concentration camp and subsequent relocation to Denver.
Finally in front of their home in San Jose, the group is shown wearing their Sunday best. The men
wear a crisp collared shirt, slacks, and a tie, while Mrs. Onishi wears a matching blouse and kneelength skirt with tights. Positioning the family in front of their home suggests that the Onishis are
a typical American family who have achieved the American Dream of owning a home. Their
formal attire, the home behind them, and the manicured lawn behind them suggest that if the family
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experienced personal or financial hardship as a result of the war, they have overcome it. The
reunification of the family with their home in San Jose has the sentimentality of a family portrait,
indicating that the family unit, and by association, family values, have remained intact during the
incarceration, in an attempt to encourage other Japanese Americans to leave the camps and return
home.
The following photographs show agricultural workers who have returned to their farms
and have continued cultivating produce despite the fact that this narrative was foreclosed to many
families who were unable to return to their agricultural businesses after the war. In the second
image of a “pioneer of relocation” Jimmy Yamamoto, who was formerly incarcerated at the Heart
Mountain camp, has returned home to his Cupertino ranch where he is shown tending to his young
tomato plants (Figure 25). He smiles softly as he pushes a plow forward and stares off into the
distance, conveying a forward-looking optimism. In contrast to the nature of the fieldwork that he
is undertaking, he wears a crisp white shirt and slacks, similarly to the Onishis in the previous
photograph. The caption describes relocation as “complete” for the Yamamoto family, naming
each member of the family who has relocated to emphasize that the family has remained intact. It
also states that Jimmy “does not believe in putting all of his eggs in one basket” and that he is
growing tomatoes “as an alternative crop to his bush berries.” Despite his forward-looking gaze,
dapper appearance, and reunification with his ranch, which act as visual evidence that the
American Dream still persists for Japanese Americans, the anxiety conveyed through the note that
he has started growing tomatoes as an alternative crop suggests that the evacuation and
incarceration had lasting effects on his sense of financial security.
The third photograph shows Tozaburo Oka, a prune farmer, who has returned home to
Santa Clara County and sits in front of his orchard as he looks out into the distance with his hands
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folded in his lap (Figure 26). Tozaburo’s expression initially appears to show contentment, but
upon closer examination, the corners of his mouth seem to curve into a frown, and his eyes appear
watery, his eyebrows raised as if he is surprised. While the photograph is deliberately framed as
such that he is depicted in front of his crops, signifying hope for his economic future, the
uncertainty of his expression conveys more confusion or complication than hopefulness. Although
the photograph is intended to be optimistic, in part by showing the subject looking off into the
distance, the caption betrays the reality of his family’s position, including the fact that his son
Isamu is a Purple Heart veteran of the Italian campaign who is “a long way from complete health.”
In the context of his son’s illness, Tozaburo’s expression appears more like an attempt to repress
the pain of the incarceration and the pain of having his son wounded in the war than a simple
propagandistic photograph of a “pioneer of resettlement.”
The mutability of the figure of the “pioneer” across the context of evacuation,
incarceration, and resettlement highlights the elasticity of Japanese American racialization during
the wartime period. The seamless transition between the use of this term in strikingly different
moments of national sentiment toward Japanese Americans - bracketed across only three years,
1942-1945 - emphasizes the perversity of the logics that the government attempted to use to justify
the incarceration and deny wrongdoing to the community. The reappearance of the term in the
resettlement period highlights both the subtle symbolic methods in which the American
government encouraged Japanese Americans to cooperate through the promise of assimilation, and
the reality for Japanese Americans in which assimilation can never be fully achieved.
An examination of the archive of censored government photographs in its entirety clearly
delineates the event into evacuation, incarceration, and resettlement periods - a play in three acts.
Yet in both of these relocations Japanese Americans fall onto unstable ground, where instead of
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cultivating a connection to the land, their labor becomes a mutable force that develops the land for
the benefit of white farmworkers. The government photographs that have been discussed erase
these concerns over land and labor through the proposition that Japanese Americans are
participating in a recognizable narrative within American cultural mythology. These images
attempt to code Japanese Americans through the trope of the “pioneer” as a form of government
incentivization to follow the evacuation and resettlement policies. In the process, the WRA and
FSA photographs represent Americans of Japanese ancestry as if no harm has been done to them,
in a dramatic erasure of the traumatic memories of the event.
In a final photograph by Hikaru Iwasaki, the floor of an apartment is strewn with crumpled
futon mattresses and linens that have been left on the ground (Figure 27). A window in the
apartment is boarded up with wooden slats and wallpaper peels off the wall, indicating that the
inhabitants were away for a long period of time. The chaotic still life is referred to as a “damage
photo,” or an image of vandalized Japanese American property. 109 While the photograph was taken
as part of an assignment for the WRA Evacuee Property Office, the photograph is a rare example
of the documentation of damage, an image without figures, an anti-heroic still life that speaks to
the ways in which the everyday lives of Japanese Americans were upended, not only through the
process of forced removed and incarceration, but also by the prospect of returning home. It was
not uncommon for Japanese Americans to “resettle” and to find a similar scene, or to find that the
neighbor entrusted with their belongings sold everything off thinking they wouldn’t return, or to
return to homes and belongings that had been vandalized and looted in their absence. These quiet
images of past violence disrupt the very idea of “home” and the return to normalcy, instead
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highlighting the period following the incarceration for Japanese Americans as what it was –
starting over.
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EPILOGUE
2022 marks the eightieth anniversary of FDR’s issuance of the executive order that led to
the incarceration of Japanese Americans during World War II. As the memories of those who were
imprisoned fade, the future of remembrance becomes abstracted and uncertain. When looking at
the tens of thousands of photographs that were produced by the War Relocation Authority, the
question remains: What can these images tell us about the experiences that Japanese Americans
went through? How can we understand these government photographs today, particularly in the
case of the photographs that made it past the censors?
As Susan Sontag describes in Regarding the Pain of Others, “Narratives can make us
understand. Photographs do something else: they haunt us.”110 The WRA photographs showing
the compliance of Japanese Americans during their evacuation and incarceration lead scholars to
question the trauma of the experience. Sylvia Danovitch states that when looking through the
thousands of WRA images, “Repetition…emphasizes quantity of evidence and suggests that an
omnipresent witness, the camera, safeguarded the well-being of the internees.”111 For descendants
of those incarcerated, the haunting of the photographs takes on an uncanny tone, as ancestors’
retellings of their experiences, such as their anxiety while evacuating under the supervision of
armed guards or their shock when discovering the conditions of the camps, are confronted by
photographs of these same ancestors participating in the appearance of normalcy, such as the image
of Lily Okura cheerfully posing in front of the statue of Seabiscuit at Santa Anita. Lane Ryo
Hirabayashi speculates in his discussion of the WRAPS photographs from the resettlement period
that the assimilationist aim of the group might have had “prescriptive qualities” that impacted the
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community.112 The visual language of compliance and hard work, which are also some of the
central tenets of the model minority myth, therefore may have also had reverberations for future
generations of Japanese Americans.
Rather than taking the WRA photographs at face value, a difficult task when considering
images of family members, it is critical to remember that this archive was produced under the
auspices of the federal government, which enacted its own version of Toni Morrison’s notion of
“playing in the dark” in which whites imagine the experiences of other racial groups. In this thesis,
I have demonstrated a commitment to a decolonial methodology that involves doing the work of
contending with these images rather than simply dismissing them outright. Through the process of
unearthing the narratives the government sought to portray, the complex positionality of Japanese
Americans within a settler colonial framework becomes clearer, and the photographs become
distanced from their haunting.
I would like to address my personal stake in returning to the photographs at hand. My
interest in this archive stems from my grandmother, Hiroko Okawachi (nee Terakawa), who was
incarcerated with her parents and two younger brothers at the Pacific International Livestock
Exposition in Portland. The family was eventually sent to the Minidoka concentration camp in
Hunt, Idaho, where they remained for several years before returning to the West Coast. Both of
Hiroko’s parents, Hanako and Tansai Terakawa, were Buddhist ministers, and Tansai served as a
minister at both the Pacific International Livestock Exposition and at Minidoka. The family was
granted permission to leave Minidoka and relocate, but their belief in the importance of Tansai’s
role as a Buddhist minister in the camp led them to stay. In the winter of 1944, Tansai was
hospitalized at Minidoka and after several weeks, due to improper medical treatment, he passed

112

Hirabayashi, 125.

67

away at the age of fifty-one. This tragedy was one of many for my family, including the loss of
my great-uncle, Allen Takanori Nishi, who fought in the segregated Japanese American army unit
and died in battle at the age of twenty-two, as well as the loss of my grandfather’s family’s
agricultural land and equipment as a result of their incarceration, and their subsequent return to
tenant farming in the period following. There are also the many hardships that members of my
family experienced that, similarly to many others who were incarcerated during the war, went
unspoken.
The history of photography during the incarceration, in my mind, constitutes a part of this
history of loss. The government’s production of cheerful images of Japanese Americans during
this period enacts its own form of trauma, both for those depicted and for their descendants. I
became interested in the images from this period as a result of my grandmother Hiroko, who was
photographed by a reporter for the Oregon Journal after her relocation in 1942, and again by her
mother in 1945, after cameras were allowed in the camps. These images provided me with an
initial glimpse into the power relationships that shaped this archive.
While my grandmother was incarcerated at the Pacific International Livestock Exposition,
the photojournalist Al Monner visited the temporary detention site and took a photograph of
Hiroko in her barrack for the Oregon Journey (Figure 28). The photograph is dated May 2, 1942,
meaning that it was taken exactly one month before my grandmother’s twelfth birthday. In the
image, my grandmother is shown seated on a bed, playing Chinese checkers with her friend, Lillian
Hiyashi. On the wall above them, an American flag is displayed next to an image of a Buddha, a
stark juxtaposition that would have emphasized the family’s dedication to the country in which
they lived as well as the importance of the religion they practiced, which was under intense scrutiny
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by government officials during the wartime period.113 In the center of the photograph, my
grandmother is poised with her head tilted down, and she smiles softly as she moves a piece across
the game board. The subtle gesture of her hand caught in the moment that she moves the piece
purports to document the scene candidly, as neither of the girls turn towards the camera. For a brief
moment, the cramped space of the barrack housed within a converted livestock exposition facility
is transformed into a place of recreation.
The feeling of inexplicability that Karen Ishizuka describes when coming across a
photograph of a family member in “Why, Oh Archive?” is matched by my own incredulity when
I look at this image. When I was fifteen, my grandmother explained to me that she was still
imprisoned at Minidoka when she was the same age. In describing her time at the livestock
exposition hall in Portland, she told me that there was a slaughterhouse several hundred feet away
that constantly emanated the sounds of dying animals and the stench of animal carcasses. The
photograph was eventually moved to the Smithsonian, and my grandmother entered into the
historical record, forever an eleven-year-old, forever imprisoned. Later in her life, she began to
resent the photograph and even sent a letter to the Smithsonian asking for the photograph to be
removed, however it is unclear what came of the request.
Once the family was transferred from the Pacific International Livestock Exposition to the
Minidoka concentration camp in Hunt, Idaho, Hiroko was photographed in several group
photographs, including images of the block where she lived with her family, and class photos from
the middle school and high school she attended. The only vernacular photograph of my
grandmother that exists from this period is a family photograph that was taken by her mother
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Hanako in May 1945, exactly three years after the previous image by Al Monner. Hiroko would
have been almost fifteen years old at the time. My grandmother is shown in front of her family’s
barrack with her young brother Kiyoshi (Figure 29). While her furrowed brow and flat expression
appear sorrowful, her body language is more at ease than in the previous photograph, as she
protectively places her arm around Kiyoshi’s shoulder. The caption, hand-written by Hanako in a
family scrapbook, reads, “Hunt, Idaho when Kiyoshi had a broken leg.” Kiyoshi’s right leg appears
to be wrapped in a dark fabric, and his eyes are closed in the photograph. The image has the
trappings of a family photograph as the siblings standing intimately close together outside of the
place that was their home over the previous three years. However, my grandmother’s expression
in the photograph is, to me, a rare acknowledgment of loss. Given that her father passed away at
the camp several months prior, the scene appears marked by his absence.
My grandmother passed away in the winter of 2020. I am grateful that she shared her
experiences with me, and that we were able to spend such special moments together over the years.
While I started working on this subject in the fall of 2019 during a course at Hunter, it was only in
the period following her passing that I decided this topic needed to be the focus of my master’s
thesis. Despite the difficult imagery presented in this archive, the photographic work produced
during the Japanese American incarceration needs to be talked about, thought about, written about,
and have new life breathed into, if this period in history is to still be remembered today.
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ILLUSTRATIONS

Figure 1: Clem Albers, Arcadia, Calif.--Mrs. Lily Okura poses with statue of Seabiscuit in Santa
Anita Park, now an assembly center for evacuees of Japanese ancestry. April 6, 1942, The
Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley.
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Figure 2: Dorothea Lange, San Bruno, California. Young evacuees at this assembly center are
happy to get their pictures taken, June 16, 1942, National Archives.
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Figure 3: Hikaru Iwasaki, Mountain View, California. Miss Masago Shibuya, one of Central
California's most popular and charming Nisei women, manager of the Shibuya home since
relocation and an employee of her Alma Mater--Stanford University. Make it snappy, she
warned the photographer who was waiting at the Shibuya nursery when she drove in from a day
at her work on the Stanford Campus. Three husky men are waiting for food after a day in the
flower beds and it is my job to prepare it. Evacuation--Santa Anita--Heart Mountain--the loss in
camp of her mother. All these came to Masago in the black year, 1942. Then out of the blue, she
says, Francis Shimmer Girls College in Mt. Carroll, Illinois, offered employment for her and
education (without prejudice) to her younger sister, Mana, and rescued her from her
bewilderment. Francis Shimmer College was heavenly, Masago said. In two years there was not
so much as a lifted eyebrow to indicate I was different from the other girls by reason of ancestry.
Now this popular girl is home again, home among the flowers of the Shibuya nursery and the
sympathetic atmosphere of her Alma Mater, July 6, 1945, The Bancroft Library, University of
California, Berkeley.
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Figure 4: Clem Albers, San Pedro, California. Residents of Japanese ancestry being moved from
Los Angeles harbor before eventual resettlement in War Relocation Authority centers where, as
in evacuation, the family is kept intact, June 9, 1942, National Archives.
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Figure 5: Clem Albers, Salinas, California. Evacuees of Japanese ancestry boarding a bus
which will take them to the Santa Anita Assembly Center. They will later be transferred to a War
Relocation Authority Center to spend the duration, March 31, 1942, The Bancroft Library,
University of California, Berkeley.
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Figure 6: Albert Bierstadt, Emigrants Crossing the Plains, 1867, Oil on canvas, 60 x 96 inches,
National Cowboy and Western Heritage Museum, Oklahoma City, OK.
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Figure 7: Russell Lee, Los Angeles County, California. The evacuation of Japanese-Americans
from West coast areas under United States Army war emergency order. FSA (Farm Security
Administration) representative (right) talking with two farmers, one white and one Japanese.
They are discussing the sale of the farm equipment, belonging to the Japanese, to the white
farmer, April 1942, Library of Congress.
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Figure 8: Dorothea Lange, Front cover of An American Exodus: A Record of Human Erosion
(New York: Reynal & Hitchcock, 1939). First edition.
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Figure 9: Dorothea Lange, Near Holtville, Imperial Valley. Again the covered wagon. In
migratory carrot puller's camp, February 1939, Library of Congress.
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Figure 10: Clem Albers, Arcadia, Calif.--Entering her new temporary apartment at the Santa
Anita Assembly center to await transfer to a War Relocation Authority center where evacuees of
Japanese ancestry will spend the duration, April 6, 1942, The Bancroft Library, University of
California, Berkeley.
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Figure 11: Clem Albers, Manzanar Relocation Center, Manzanar, California. Construction
begins at Manzanar, now a War Relocation Authority center for evacuees of Japanese ancestry,
in Owens Valley, flanked by the High Sierras and Mount Whitney, loftiest peak in the United
States. April 2, 1942, National Archives.
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Figure 12: “Coast Japs Are Interned In Mountain Camp,” Life Magazine, April 6, 1942, p. 15.
https://books.google.com/books?id=AlEEAAAAMBAJ&q=Manzanar#v=onepage&q&f=true.
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Figure 13: “Coast Japs Are Interned In Mountain Camp,” Life Magazine, April 6, 1942, p. 16.
https://books.google.com/books?id=AlEEAAAAMBAJ&q=Manzanar#v=onepage&q&f=true.
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Figure 14: “Coast Japs Are Interned In Mountain Camp,” Life Magazine, April 6, 1942, p. 17.
https://books.google.com/books?id=AlEEAAAAMBAJ&q=Manzanar#v=onepage&q&f=true.
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Figure 15: “Coast Japs Are Interned In Mountain Camp,” Life Magazine, April 6, 1942, p. 18.
https://books.google.com/books?id=AlEEAAAAMBAJ&q=Manzanar#v=onepage&q&f=true.
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Figure 16: “Coast Japs Are Interned In Mountain Camp,” Life Magazine, April 6, 1942, p. 19.
https://books.google.com/books?id=AlEEAAAAMBAJ&q=Manzanar#v=onepage&q&f=true.
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Figure 17: Clem Albers, Arcadia, California. The full caption for this photograph reads:
Arcadia, California. Lumber shops are utilized for auxiliary furniture at Santa Anita assembly
center for evacuees of Japanese ancestry. Tennis rackets, baseball bats, and football were brought
along for recreation. Evacuees are transferred later to War Relocation Authority centers for the
duration, April 6, 1942, National Archives.
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Figure 18: Clem Albers, Arcadia, Calif.--Evacuees of Japanese ancestry are getting settled in
their temporary quarters at the Santa Anita Assembly Center. Later they will be transferred
inland to War Relocation Authority centers to spend the duration, April 6, 1942, The Bancroft
Library, University of California, Berkeley.
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Figure 19: Clem Albers, Manzanar, California. An evacuee resting on his cot after moving his
belongings into this bare barracks room. Army cot and mattress are the only things furnished by
the government. All personal belongings were brought by the evacuees, April 2, 1942, The
Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley.
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Figure 20: Dorothea Lange, Old Mr. Konda in barrack apartment, after supper. He lives here
with his two sons, his married daughter and her husband. They share two small rooms together.
His daughter is seen behind him, knitting. He has been a truck farmer and raised his family, who
are also farmers, in Centerville, Alameda County, where his children were born, San Bruno,
California, June 16, 1942, The Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley.
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Figure 21: Ansel Adams, Born Free and Equal, New York: U.S. Camera, 1944, p. 106-107.
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Figure 22: Ansel Adams, Born Free and Equal, New York: U.S. Camera, 1944, p. 42.
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Figure 23: Hikaru Iwasaki, Joyce Ichikawa is a file clerk, aged twenty, and is single. Her mother
and father are, at the present time, living at the Gila River Relocation Center, which was Joyce's
home before moving to Denver . She has a brother in Minneapolis, where he is a student in
Defense Training School for machine shop work. Says Joyce, I like Denver so much. I was afraid
to come for fear I would be discriminated against, but everyone has been so friendly that I am
very happy. Denver, Colorado, July 15, 1943, The Bancroft Library, University of California,
Berkeley.
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Figure 24: Hikaru Iwasaki, Among the pioneers of relocation in San Jose are Mr. and Mrs.
Shigetaka Onishi and their son, Richard. Mr. and Mrs. Onishi arrived in San Jose from Denver,
where they had relocated, in January, 1945. They were formerly at Heart Mountain. The Onishis
have a modern bungalow home at 175 Taylor Street, San Jose. Mr. Onishi is a contract
gardener. Mr. and Mrs. Onishi are shown here with their friend Shigetomo Motoike, recent
evacuee from Heart Mountain who is now employed as a gardener at Alum Rock Sanitarium,
San Jose, July 14, 1945, The Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley.
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Figure 25: Hikaru Iwasaki, Jimmy Yamamoto, a former Heart Mountainite, and a pioneer of
relocation in Santa Clara County, does not believe in putting all of his eggs in one basket. As an
alternate crop to his bush berries, Jimmy is growing tomatoes for market on his Cupertino
ranch. He is shown here cultivating young tomato plants. Relocation is complete for the
Yamamotos of Cupertino. With Jimmy are his wife, Chiyeno, his daughters, Linda and June, and
his father-in-law, Jisaburo Tomiyasu. Situated nearby are Bill Yamamoto, Jimmy's brother, his
sister, Ai, and his 77 year old mother, Toyono. Not far away in Mountain View is Mrs. Takeo
Shikamura and family. She is a sister to Jimmy and Bill. Jimmy is now dividing his time between
his ranch, where he grows black berries, raspberries, logan berries, and boysenberries, and his
fertilizer business. He reembarked on this venture only recently, Cupertino, California, July 11,
1945, The Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley.
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Figure 26: Hikaru Iwasaki, Tozaburo Oka and family, at Route 1, Box 265, Los Gatos,
California are not only pioneers of relocation but with the return of their son, Isamu, Purple
Heart veteran of the Italian campaign, relocation is complete. The Okas are from Heart
Mountain. Almost immediately after the lifting of the ban, Mr. Oka set in motion the wheels of
relocation and in January of this year the family headed westward for their orchard home near
Los Gatos. Somewhat later the family was joined by Isamu after his discharge from a hospital,
and later still, Tomiko joined the family from Detroit, Michigan, and Toyoko followed from
Chicago. Mr. Oka brought with him from Heart Mountain his old friend and employee, Takejiro
Midoshima. The Okas are prune growers and when the cameraman caught Mr. Oka, the family
was getting ready to prepare to harvest a heavy crop of Santa Clara County prunes. The many
friends of the family will be glad to learn that Isamu, while a long way from complete health, is
constantly improving under the care of a nearby Veterans Hospital which he visits regularly for
checkups, Los Gatos, California, July 12, 1945, The Bancroft Library, University of California,
Berkeley.
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Figure 27: Hikaru Iwasaki, Picture of damage caused in former bedroom of 111 N. Grant Street
sometime during the last three years. The house where this occurred is owned by Tomoko Kido
and was rented by S. Hamazaki prior to evacuation. The entire house was used for private
storage of evacuee furniture and fixtures during the evacuation period. Vandals, probably
children, appear to have entered it many times, San Mateo, California, July 19, 1945, The
Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley.
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Figure 28: Al Monner, Japanese Americans in detention center at Pacific International
Livestock Exposition building, May 2, 1942, Oregon Historical Society.
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Figure 29: Hanako Terakawa, Hunt, Idaho when Kiyoshi had a broken leg, May 1945, Terakawa
Collection, Densho Digital Repository.
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